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MMOre, MMOre, MMOre 


Stop me before | play World of WarCraft again 


Up until recently, I'd pretty much avoided 

MMOs. It was pretty easy to do, as | didn't find any 
of them compelling enough to make the sort of time 
commitment they require. They also force you to 
play with other people, and I'm mostly a single- 
player guy, only venturing online for the occasional 
co-op game with people | know, or for random, 
anonymous deathmatching. As l've said here before, 
| don't really have any issues with the concept of an 
MMO, and understand the appeal even when joking 
about their pointlessness. ("Relative to what?" they 
ask.) They're all about collecting loot and looking 
cool... kind of like real life. 

| was always looking for the right one, and now 
that I'm finally immersed in one of these things, | 
still don't consider myself a real fan of the genre; | 
just like World of WarCraft. A lot. l'm up to over 10 
days played, in total, and my Rogue will no doubt 
have crossed the magic "Level 50" threshold by the 
time you're reading this. | even decided to see what 
it was like to reach the pinnacle of MMO geekdom, 
or maybe some new level of pathetic, when | 
crossed the threshold from wondering why some- 
one would spend real money on virtual items 
through websites like IGE.com to realizing that | re- 
ally wanted an expensive horse. A horse! And it 
could be mine for $34.95. 

But everything isn't just kittens, sunflowers, and 
dancing Gnomes in the land of Azeroth. Blizzard 
borked its servers in early January, literally days after 
we'd sent our March issue to newsstands naming it 
"Game of the Year" for 2004. After a few days of 
chaos, it settled back down into its current state, 
which is complete stability for people like me on less 
populated servers—Eoner, in my case; be sure to say 
hi to Gabbagabba the Rogue if you see him skulking 
around—and horror stories of disconnects and 
queues for others. 

l've had to stop monitoring messageboards, 
though, because they've moved from exciting tales 
of adventure and discovery—"This is something 
cool I've discovered!/ or, "If you're a Rogue, you 
might want to try this!”—to endless bitching over 
server problems. Or bitching about being discon- 


| hate Blizzard. 


nected. Or bitching about lag. Or bitching about 
how one character is too powerful/not powerful 
enough. Or bitching that it lacks Feature X from 
Game Y. Or bitching about Blizzard's customer serv- 
ice. Or bitching over system performance. Doesn't 
anyone enjoy anything anymore? 

Seriously, l'm running around, exploring these 
amazing environments, seeing cool little details 
here and there, and | want to hear more people 
share those stories. Instead, most people are talk- 
ing about optimizing their DPS. Is this a grand, 
heroic, shared adventure, or a thesis on "New 
Frontiers in Baseball Statistics?” | just can't turn any 
game into a 3D version of Excel. 

So just sort of stumble my way toward the level 
cap, without really caring about getting there in the 
most optimal or efficient way possible. I've had 
some amazing luck joining random groups to help 
me explore some of the more challenging areas, but 
there's always some guy who throws a conniption 
fit because someone isn't playing their assigned 
role to absolute perfection in the group. Seriously, 
folks, some of us are just there to unwind. It’s not 
our life’s goal to reach level 60, or to score that spe- 
cial sword, or to live the live of a gender-confused 
fairy princess. 

I'm still thoroughly enjoying the game itself, while 
doing my best to ignore most of the background 
noise. | still feel like an outsider, as most players have 
spent much more time in these types of games than 
I have. It’s not like the terminology is completely 
alien; even though I've taken a crash course in 
MMOspeak, I'm still baffled at the acronym hell you 
see in chat: WTS, LFG, PST, crikey. (Those are the 
terms | actually know; others get even more arcane.) 

So with MMOs on the brain, it's time for us to give 
them their own section. Again. Our first “Over the 
Net” column/section appeared in the mid-90s, and it 
focused on text MUDs and some of the online 
games available at the time, like Battletech Online 
and Gemstone. Last year alone, we featured five dif- 
ferent MMOs on the cover, and this year we're al- 
ready batting .500. The times, they are indeed a 
changin’ And I'm finally okay with the switch. № 


by Steve Bauman 


^..be sure to say hi to 
Gabbagabba the 
Rogue if you see him 
skulking around..." 
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My Dear Мг. Bauman- 

Ordinarily | would not take it upon myself 
to write a letter to your or any such estab- 
lishment, but your recent issues have got- 
ten me into such high dudgeon, good Sir, it 
has quite cut out my peace. 

When | was a lad, games were of a much 
higher quality. Many a day we would amuse 
ourselves with ninepins, Dumb Crambo, 
battledore and shuttlecock, a few rubbers 
of whist, or even practicing dentistry upon 
our relations. Do not get me wrong, | am no 
Luddite, but these technological barbarities 
that pass for amusements today are noth- 
ing but gammon, slum, and bacon-brained 
nonsense. 

Yours, 
Dr. Derrick Smarte 


Dear Editor, 
In your last issue, | believe you inadver- 
tently printed a picture in which a young 
lady's (admittedly well-turned) extremity, or 
if | may be so forthright—ankle—was 
clearly visible. | was so shocked that | imme- 
diately summoned my batman to fetch 
some of his wife’s smelling salts. Please see 
to it that this type of thing does not hap- 
pen again, else | shall have to cancel my 
subscription. 

Sincerely, 

Brigadier Sir Alistair S. 

Lethbridge Stewart 

1st Batt. Scots Guards 


Yesterday | discovered my wife in the 
breakfast room perusing the latest issue 
of your magazine. What with all this fus- 
tian in the papers about Suffrage, the 
ladies have been placing themselves 
much bove their station, but you will 
agree, this is doing it much too high in 
the instep! 
Should | beat her? 

Sincerely, 

The Hon. Thomas Zebulon 

Fitzhugh Chick 


| am afraid | must protest the inclusion of 
these “Contemporary Entertainments” 
pages. If | wanted to read about the “ac- 
tress” (or, should | say, “harlot”) Sarah 
Bernhardt, or the latest in tinny “phono- 
graphic cylinders” from Edison Records, | 
would subscribe to “Life” 

Sincerely, 

Prof. Caractacus Potts 


Dear Editor, 
| greatly dislike the recent “Current 
Performances" section. If | wanted to read 
about this newfangled "Jazz" (most of which 
sounds to me like a cat dragged across a 
washboard backwards) or these "Talkies" (a 
mere fad that is destined to vanish, much 
like wing-walking or Communism), | would 
subscribe to "Variety" 

Sincerely, 

Mr. Angus Podgorny 
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Meet the Parent 


By Alex and Brad Wardell 


what the dentist told me when | re- 

fused to bring my son in to have the 
cavity in his baby tooth filled. So | said, 
“Lady, if | don't listen to social services, 
what chance do you think you have?” 

Which means it's probably not surpris- 
ing that | allow my eight-year-old son Alex 
to play World of WarCraft. | have two com- 
puters side-by-side in my home office, so 
often we quest together. He loves that. 

But he also loves soloing. But soloing to 
an eight-year-old means something very 
different to power levelers elsewhere. He's 
been playing since the day it came out. 


| am a very, very bad dad. At least, that's 


He's only level 9, even though he's played 
for a number of hours during that time. | 
limit how many hours he can play per 
week to just a few hours on weekends, so 
that | can look in and check up on how 
things are going. 

His Night Elf Hunter made the journey 
all the way from his home island to 
Stormwind. He had to travel through 
some pretty scary places to get there. 
You can imagine what people thought 
seeing a level 3 (at the time) character 
running through areas with level 30 to 
40 creatures all over the place. But he 
made it. 

His character, "Bud" (get it, buds on a 
tree, Night Elf? The comedic genius of an 
eight-year-old boy) likes to sing and dance. 
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He'll hang out in a small town and start 
dancing. Others will join in and before you 
know it, the whole town is dancing. 

He also loves all the emote commands. 
And the humor and fun he spreads is very 
contagious. To onlookers, he must almost 
seem like a super-NPC or a Blizzard em- 
ployee or something. After all, how many 
World of WarCraft characters are so devoid 
of any interest in grinding out experience 
to “power level"? 

The details of the world he plays in fas- 
cinate him, details | suspect most adults 
would ignore. He'll follow rabbits around 
to try to see where they live. He asserts 


“He'll hang out in a 
small town and start 
dancing. Others will 
join in and before you 
know it, the whole 
town is dancing.’ 


his own brand of justice in places few 
would even bother, such as taking down a 
wolf who has just killed a defenseless 
deer. 

He loves to go around to different 
places and click on the characters until 
they get annoyed (keep clicking on them 
and they'll eventually say "you're getting 
on my nerves"). He's heard Elves, 
Dwarves, Gnomes, and Humans of vari- 
ous sorts tell him where he should go. 
He's visited kings and lords of high places 
across the world. 

His character loves to skin, cook, and 
fish. He only occasionally kills monsters. 
Instead, he'll try out various fishing spots. 
He'll kill a rabbit and skin it. He'll cook var- 
ious dishes. He gets very excited about 


learning about new things he can cook, 
and takes pride in being able to make his 
own leather armor. 

He also likes to visit"newbie" areas and 
hand out free food he cooked to the new 
users—he's a sort of one-man welcoming 
committee. | invited him into my guild 
(Mythinc. On the Uther server), and | sus- 
pect he's better known and more popular 
than I'll ever be. After all, one can imagine 
the impression a new player must get of 
someone who comes up to them and pro- 
vides them with free food, some home- 
made leather armor, and other assorted 
goodies without asking anything in return. 

l've seen him quest with other people 
in Westfall, and l've seen him running 
from a level 33 undead ogre in Duskwood. 
And I've seen him do heroic things, such 
as sacrifice himself to help a total stranger 
escape from some monster. Because to 
him, being a ghost to retrieve ones body 
is just another neat experience. 

He's just having a blast. | know most 
people would be aghast that a kid would 
be playing this game but you know, it's re- 
ally not a bad game for him. His reading 
gets better from reading so much on- 
screen. He's learning about money and 
bartering and economics a bit. He's learn- 
ing how to follow directions even better. 
Take a fresh look at some of the quest re- 
quirements, they really do teach some re- 
ally useful skills in terms of reading a map, 
ollowing a series of directions, and prob- 
em solving. 

That isn't to say that | recommend peo- 
ple letting their kid play wholesale on 
their own. Like | said, | keep an eye on 
him. The general chat stuff is a pretty 
rough place, but can be turned off. And I 
want to keep an eye on anyone he meets. 
Now that he’s in our guild, however, that's 
helped quite a bit. 

Plus most importantly, it probably dis- 
tracts him from that cavity in his tooth. 

Brad Wardell is the president and CEO of 
Stardock Corp. 
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It’s like: Killing squirrels after your lobotomy 
The buzz: After almost five years in devel- 
opment, Psychonauts is almost done. “We 
are only fixing bugs and doing light polish 
work here and there. I'm writing copy for 
the back of the box,’ says designer Tim 
Schafer. Isn't writing copy some PR flunky's 
job? Are they gonna make him stuff CDs 
into the packaging himself, too? "I offered,” 
Schafer says. "Scott [Campbell, Double Fine's 
art director and the person largely responsi- 
ble for the game's unique look] did all the 
cover art. This game is like a handmade lit- 


tle thing. | tied all the boxes shut with silk | 
spun from my butt.” 

For a handmade little thing held together 
with delicate butt silk, Psychonauts has sur- 
vived a turbulent road to release. Microsoft 
was originally slated to publish the game as 
an Xbox exclusive. After the sudden depar- 
ture of chief Xbox officer Ed Fries in early 
2004, and the subsequent regime change in 
its games division, Microsoft mysteriously 
dropped Psychonauts, along with a handful 
of other high profile titles. Several precari- 
ous months without a publisher followed, 
until Majesco stepped in to save the day. 
“Majesco has been awesome,’ Schafer says, 
“Quote me on that.’ 

The awesomest part of the Majesco deal 
is that the game is no longer an Xbox ex- 
clusive. It'll be released simultaneously on 


[left] Raz confronts Kitty and Franke, the camp's mean girls. [right] Giant Raz terrorizes the citizens of Lunfishopolis. 


Microsoft's big black brick, the PS2, and 
the PC. Though no extra content is 
planned for the PC version, both texture 
quality and resolution will be greatly im- 
proved, and mouse control will be in- 
cluded as an option. 

After making his reputation creating PC 
games, and then briefly abandoning them, 
how does Schafer feel about his triumphant 
return to the platform? "Personally, | would- 
n't play a PC game now if you fucking paid 
me;' he says. 

He's kidding. 


“Ит super glad,’ he continues. "I got so 
much... well, let's not call it hate mail. But | 
got a lot of angry, concerned mail at the 
Double Fine info line (info@doublefine.com) 
saying, ‘Why are you making me buy an 
Xbox!’ I felt really bad because, of course, all 
of my other games were on the PC so | felt 


Navigating a psychic obstacle course. 
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like | was leaving people behind. | feel a loy- 
alty to the people who played Grim 
[Fandango], [Full] Throttle, Day of the 
Tentacle, and Monkey Island, and the last 
thing | wanted to do was make them feel 
like | had forgotten about them” 

Still, there’s no mistaking Psychonauts’ 
console roots. It’s a third-person action plat- 
former, though heavily filtered through 
Schafer's obsessive attention to both story- 
telling and detail. The game takes place in a 
summer camp for psychic kids. You play the 
newest camper Raz, voiced by Invader Zim 
star Richard Horwitz. Before the summer's 
over, Raz learns some psychic powers (in- 
cluding such supernatural favorites as 
Pyrokinesis, Telekinesis, Levitation, and 
Clairvoyance, plus a few off-brand abilities 
like the Super Palm Bomb), picks up a few life 
lessons, meets a giant talking fish, and dis- 
covers an evil dentist's plot to enslave the 
world using brains sucked out of the skulls of 


children, and maybe even gets a girlfriend. 
In order to gather the clues and tools he 
needs to thwart Dr. Loboto's brain sucking 
master plan, Raz must leap into the minds 
of ten different personalities, most of them 
disturbed. Among them, there's a frustrated 


artist who lives in a world entirely made of 
black velvet paintings, a raging paranoiac, a 
would-be Napoleon trapped in an eternal 
Battle of Waterloo board game, and an in- 
sane diva in a haunted theater complete 
with an actual play (with multiple set 


Adventure, 
Where Art Thou? 


Tim Schafer on console development and the 
evolving adventure genre 


What was developing for a console like? 
I'm glad ! did it. All PC developers should spend some time 


making console games, because it makes you a better pc devel- 


oper. Console games require certain disciplines that are good. 
For example, you have to be able to pick it up and play it right 
away. You can't throw a bunch of complicated menus and op- 
tions screens and preference files and set up screens at the 
player. They have to be able to pick it up and have fun right 


away. And because your memory and delivery media is limited, 
your game can't just expand and expand as you throw in every- 


thing but the kitchen sink. You have to make hard choices 
about what goes in. But that means only the best stuff makes 
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it, so your design is actually tighter and better. 


Compared to all the crappy stuff that made it into your earlier 
games? 

Yeah. So I'm glad to have gone through that, and to be able to 
now bring that discipline to the work we're doing with PC games. 


What do you think killed adventure games? 

Well, really, | would say graphics killed adventure games. The sec- 
ond we switched from text to graphic adventures, their days were 
numbered. When you're playing a text adventure game, the most 
amazing worlds and actions are possible, because the budget is 
always the same. Doesn't matter what the words are. But as soon 
as you have graphics, then they have to get better and better 
until it's just not economically possible to do it anymore. 

I can remember the moment I heard about adventure games. 
Someone told me there was this type of game that was all text, 
and you could type in anything you wanted, and do anything you 
wanted and the game would respond. | thought that was the 
coolest idea ever, so | got all the Scott Adams games and played 
them all. Even though you couldn't do anything, you could actu- 
ally type in a lot of crazy stuff. 

But then when graphics got involved—oh, here | go again— 
you suddenly couldn't do anything, you could only do a few 
things. And so adventures started to get more and more beauti- 
ful, but more and more limiting. The interesting thing to me is, 
even though in Grand Theft Auto III, you can really only do a 
handful of things, what is it people say they love about those 
games? The freedom! "You can do anything!" they say. 


They've recaptured the magic of text adventures! 
Yes. | mean, it was a lie with text adventures, too. You couldn't do 
anything. It was an illusion. 
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changes) taking place during the action. 

The game features most of the standard 
components of the genre, though virtually 
everything is infused with the “handmade” 
Double Fine aesthetic. For instance, as in 
every other platformer since the dawn of 
time, there are a massive number of hidden 
collectible items to find in each level. Only 
instead of all of them being a single, 
generic object, like a coin, each and every 
one is a unique piece of cool, stylized 2D 
art. We're talking hundreds and hundreds of 
these things, all original. That's dedication. 

All of the running and jumping hasn't di- 
luted Schafer's desire to tell a story, either. 
The camp level alone, which acts as a cen- 
tral hub leading to the other levels in the 
game, features over 25 speaking parts and 
several thousand lines of dialog. In fact, the 
interactions between the various campers 
were so complex that Schafer created an 
entire internal website to document their 
relationships, complete with testimonials, 
vital statistics, personal snapshots, and lots 
of HTML code stolen directly from the good 
people at Friendster. Which is why, even 
though it's very, very funny, no one outside 
the development team will probably ever 
see it. 

Don't worry though, plenty of other good 
stuff actually made it past the potential liti- 
gation filter. “| hope people really dig deep 
into the game when they play it,’ says 
Schafer. “1 loved putting stuff in graphic ad- 
ventures that | knew most players wouldn't 
find. In a game like Psychonauts, the game- 
play is so much more wide open. You can 
do so many more things than you can in a 
graphic adventure, so there are a million 
more places to hide little jokes that maybe 
just a few people will find. But they're in 
there. We had five years to think about this 
game and hide stuff. People will be playing 
it for years before they find it all.” 

So is it a kid’s game? Well, it’s about kids. 
But the dark humor, skewed atmosphere, 
truly unique art direction, and a general 
level of snark several degrees past anything 
you'd expect in entertainment aimed at the 
wee ones, marks it as a game pretty much 
anyone should be able to appreciate. 

"Psychonauts is like a Psychic version of 
Fame; says Schafer. “But instead of starting 
to dance in the lunch room, they all start 
bending stuff and burning stuff” After a 
pause, he reconsiders. “Our game is like 
Harry Potter, but with a lot more jokes 
about suicide, incest, and squirrel killing.’ E 
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LEGO Star Wars:The Video Game 


Putting all the pieces together 


Developer Traveller's Tale Publisher Lego Interactive/Eidos Release Date April 2005 


It’s like: When “the characters look plastic” 
is a compliment. 

The buzz: It is an unexplainable mystery of 
the cosmos, a riddle wrapped in an enigma. 
For some reason developers actually think 
by adding the words “Star Wars” to the front 
of an otherwise atypical-sounding game, 
they'll get instant fan interest. And it actu- 
ally works, as something like Star Wars: 
Demolition proves. Only after games like 
these hit shelves does the Sith-induced 
haze clear, exposing them for what they 
truly are. So, naturally, expectations are low 
for LEGO Star Wars: The Video Game. 

The name itself is so ridiculous sounding 
that those already low expectations drop 
deeper than those rumored spice mines 
that Han Solo claims to have visited. But the 
game actually looks so inspired that it 
might break the curse that has plagued 
many titles in the franchise. Rather than fo- 
cusing on one film, or a semi-original ad- 
venture, LEGO Star Wars actually is a 
retelling of the three prequels, covering 
most of the events that unfolded on screen. 
The action-platform-style gameplay takes 
place in a universe where practically every- 
thing is made of LEGO blocks, and breaks 
apart just like the real world toys. Likewise, 


you'll encounter mini-puzzles, and call on 
your force powers to manipulate a set of 
pieces to repair devices, or build new items 
that you'll need to progress to the next 
level. 

In total, there will be 30 playable charac- 
ters, including Anakin Skywalker, Queen 
Amidala, Yoda, and Obi-Wan, whose like- 
nesses are based on their LEGO counter- 
parts. You'll be able to switch among vari- 
ous characters to get past key points. Better 
yet, the game promises to have a "drop- 
in/drop-out" mode that allows a second 
player to join in on the action at any point, 
or just as easily leave the game. The game- 
play will also include plenty of vehicles, in- 
cluding pod racers, speeder bikes, and even 
Naboo fighters. Crashing these up won't in- 
volve over-the-top CGI effects, but more fit- 
tingly will resemble the traditional breakup 
you'd expect from vehicles made entirely of 
LEGOs. 

While a universe made out of toys didn't 
pan out so well with the Army Men series, 
LEGO Star Wars offers a blend of campy and 
self-mocking humor that somehow makes 
even Jar Jar Binks seem cool at points. Or 
maybe the thrill is just seeing Jar Jar literally 
blown to pieces. -Peter Suciu 
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Dungeons & Dragons goes RTS 


Liquid Entertainment Atari 


It’s like: D&D meets C&C for some R&R 

The buzz: The surprising thing about 
Dragonshard isn't even that it infuses a real- 
time strategy frame with Dungeons & 
Dragons lifeblood; rather, that it has taken 
so long to come about. Taking place in the 
Dungeons & Dragons world of Eberron 
(home to many a Forgotten Realms minia- 
tures campaign), Dragonshard offers gamers 
three playable factions: the technology-ori- 
ented Order of the Silver Flame alliance be- 
tween humans, Elves and Dwarves; the 
magic-oriented Dark Elf/underground crea- 
ture axis; and finally the all-new Lizardfolk, 
scaly denizens who employ all kinds of 
"siege creatures" such as huge battle-turtles, 
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War Drakes (complete with saddled plat- 
forms for lizard archers, effectively serving 
as turrets on a big, walking tank!), Pteradon 
“bombers” and, of course, dragons. 

The different sides are further broken 
down into shades of military units: These 
include basic soldiers, adventurer “cap- 
tains,’ and the (literally) all-inspiring heroes. 
Only one hero can lead a mission at any 
given time, but each faction will have a ros- 
ter of four distinct heroes to choose from— 
and in true role-playing fashion, each of 
them can be decked out with newer, better 
weapons and equipment as successive mis- 
sions are completed. 

As with hero/leader units in a number of 


Two heads are better than one, brother, for seeing a 
sticky time through. 


other games, Dragonshard heroes offer two 
spheres of influence to the troops they 
lead: whatever the hero’s specific advanta- 
geous ability (healing, added attack-power, 
etc.), any units in close proximity will re- 
ceive that bonus. Specific units with related 
skills are enhanced regardless of their posi- 
tion on the battlefield (rank-and-file heal- 
ers, for example, will find their recuperative 
faculties further boosted under the leader- 
ship of a priestess hero; the same scheme 
applies for magic-users under high-level 
sorcerer heroes). 

While heroes cannot gain experience 
points, adventurer/captain characters can— 
once you win some battles and “spend” the 
accrued experience between missions, 
you'll be able to upgrade your adventurers 
and fighters, drafting higher-level troops 
from that point forward. The higher a hero's 
Leadership skills, the more soldiers he or 
she will be able to lead into battle. 

Dragonshard's environments are nicely 


detailed, with ambient weather effects and 
а really cool multilayer texturing scheme 
that lets footprints and tracks appear in 
snow or mud (thus adding a subtle strategic 
and even investigative element for some sit- 
uations). In the demo mission, a party of ad- 
venturers gave chase to Bugbears, who had 
assaulted a village in a snowy pass. Once 
the creatures had been chased off, they 
took cover in a series of underground cav- 
erns, nicely showing off another of the 
game's features—multi-level combat, both 
above and below ground. 

The good news is that surface parties can 
go right underground in pursuit of their en- 
emies, at which the point the game switches 
from vast, outside battlegrounds to rather 
more cramped (and familiar) dungeon- 
crawls. The bad news is that this downward 
mobility comes as the cost of shaving one's 
active force down a bit to suit the newer, 
more claustrophobic surroundings. 

The even worse news is that there are 
some really nasty members of the Monster 


Manual Club down there. One of the old 
crowd favorites from the pen-and-paper 
days is the “gelatinous cube”—not so terri- 
bly tough in absolute hit-point terms, per- 
haps, but definitely an oozing danger when 
there’s not much room to maneuver, able to 
suddenly distend its gloppy self and swal- 
low soldiers whole. (Plus, man... it’s a living 
cube of Jell-O. Yikes.) By far the most un- 
pleasant beastie was a Beholder—a big, 
butt-ugly, staring-eye monstrosity topped 
off with a forest of further, smaller eyestalks, 
each one throwing differently-flavored bolts 
of magical death (they also each have their 
own Al routines and fields of fire, too). Just 
one of these things is more than capable of 
tearing your entire subterranean expedition 
force a new hit-point hole, and it can't be 
“surrounded” per se—best to lump up your 
forces on one of its all-seeing flanks and 
hurt it as badly as you can, as quickly as you 
can, in as many ways as you can. 
Dragonshard will break down to about 
half classic RTS, half “quest” experience with 


Though it may not necessarily look like the D&D in your head, it’s certainly not lacking in the color department. 


NPCs to speak to, assignments to take on, 
level-bosses and the like. In addition to the 
multi-level environments, Dragonshard 
streamlines the basic strategy experience 
by eliminating the usual constrictive tech- 
tree/base-building scramble, which often 
soon loses any relevance except as a fire- 
hose for troop movements. In fact, as play- 
ers create structures (barracks, sorcerer's 
towers, etc.), they automatically gain defen- 
sive assets such as walls, archery platforms 
and the like, which should put some cross- 
bow-bolts into the strategically-hateful 
"early rush" These freebie defenses aren't in- 
surmountable, of course, but they'll help to 
put the emphasis back on careful strategy 
and masterful coordination of surface- and 
subterranean-level operations. 

Dragonshard looks like one of the better 
things to happen to the D&D franchise so 
far, at least as far as videogames go, and its 
many minor and major innovations should 
help make it a very different strategy game. 
—Chris Hudak 
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hell of a time sneaking into the Montréal 
^ headquarters of Ubisoft. The futuristic 
commando, who can melt into shadows like 
a high-tech Lamont Cranston, would meet 
his match in the crowded, factory-like facility. 
Over 400 developers are frenziedly putting 
the finishing touches on Sams latest adven- 
ture, Tom Clancy Splinter Cell: Chaos Theory, 
making the population density higher than 
the usual terrorist hideout, and there isn't a 
darkened corner or alcove on the premises. 

But while you can't get to Mathieu 


| f he were real, Sam Fisher would have а 
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Your eyes would probably bug out if you had a knife pressed to your throat, too. 
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Ferland by dressing in black and shooting 
out lightbulbs, you can reach the longtime 
producer of the Splinter Cell series by offer- 
ing preview coverage in a national maga- 
zine. So we put the lockpicks away, aban- 
doned our attempts to hack into the Ubisoft 
mainframe, and got the face-to-face low- 
down on what fans can expect in the latest 
addition to the stealth-action franchise. 
“We started working on Chaos Theory 
right after finishing the very first Splinter 
Cell. Our idea was to rebuild the engine and 
to do a lot of research and development to 


10-501 ng commando slinks back 
linter Cell: Chaos Theory. ev Bret Too 


improve most elements. We've got more 
than a hundred production staff working 
just on the PC version of the game and have 
done a lot of work to get ready for next- 
generation consoles that you'll see on both 
the PC and other platforms right now.” 

The most obvious evidence of preparing 
what Ferland calls “pipelines” for next-gen 
hardware like the PS3 and Xbox Next can be 
seen in the look of Chaos Theory. Judging by 
the demonstration provided in the Ubisoft 
offices, and the late beta build, this is going 
to be one gorgeous game, with none of the 


console hangover common to console ports. 


Levels feature loads of detail, whether 
the locale is a train station modeled after 
New York's famed Central Station, the rocky 
retreat of a gang of Peruvian terrorists, or an 
elegant Panamanian bank. Real-time 
shadow and light effects add a realistic air 
to Sam's sneaking. Levels in the beta seem 
vaguely romantic, with moody lighting pro- 
vided by shaded lightbulbs, flickering com- 
puter monitors, and moonlight. All of these 
light sources are dangerous, however, even 
la lune. Forget about a moonbeam when 


climbing a ladder and, well, let's put it this 
way—if guards are nearby, you won't be 
humming “Moondance” for long. 

Water can also now be found running 
through most levels. Ferland says that Н2О 
is a theme in Chaos Theory, both because it 
adds character and because it simply “looks 
cool.” He's right on that account. The wet 


stuff is very realistic, especially flowing 
down stairs under Sam’s feet on its way toa 
steam-belching grate. Or when streaming 
as rivulets down Sam's face and gear. Or 
when shining wetly on the walls of a ship’s 
recently flooded hold. 


Space-Age Water Arrows 

Ferland is also promising that Chaos Theory 
will live up to its name and feature unre- 
stricted level design in the game's 11 single- 
player missions. He notes that one of the 
principal complaints about the series is that 
maps have often been too claustrophobic, 


with a rigidly defined path from start to fin- 
ish. To fix this, he sought the assistance of 
Hollywood director Andrew Davis (The 
Fugitive, Collateral Damage), who reviewed 
the story structure and moved objectives to 
build suspense. 

“Our previous games probably were too 
linear, so we've opened up gameplay with 


larger environments. The idea was to give 
more freedom to the player, and to inte- 
grate scenario and script so that objectives 
change. We wanted to be true to the name, 
to add a little ‘chaos’ so that something as 
simple as the choice between breaking a 
lock and picking it could have a huge differ- 
ence on how an entire level plays out” 
From what we can tell from the beta, 
every mission has multiple routes to the 
conclusion. There is always a direct path, 
but if you snoop around you always find an 
alternative option with a dozing guard, or a 
crawlspace, or even something as simple as 
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an open window. Also, Ferland is promising 
that it will be possible to forego stealth and 
blast your way to victory for the first time in 
the history of the Splinter Cell series. Just 
don't expect it to be easy. 

Of course, most killing in Chaos Theory 
will be up close and personal. The design 
team’s unofficial slogan for the game is 
“Closer Than Ever,’ ап ominous phrase іп 
this context. Still, the phrase nicely sums up 
how Sam now drops into a killing crouch 
while stalking prey, and how he slowly 
reaches for his knife in tense moments with 
thugs. Actions and reactions are linked to a 
new proximity system that governs player 
and enemy animations, making confronta- 
tions more nerve-wracking than ever. 

New gadgets also enhance the intimate 
feel of the beta. The most significant addi- 
tion to Sam's equipment is the Optically 
Channeled Potentiator (OCP to its friends), a 
gunsight laser-beam that disrupts electrical 
devices for 30 seconds. Focus the beam on 
a light bulb and it goes dark, hit a portable 
generator and it shuts down, target a com- 
puter and the machine locks up. In practice, 
the OCP works like a space-age version of 
Garrett's water arrows from the Thief series, 
in that you can similarly create darkness 
and spook guards into leaving their posts. 

Also, Sam totes a combat knife for the first 
time. It can of course be used to silently kill 
enemies, but also for breaking locks and 
even slitting the sides of tents for easy ac- 
cess, Sam's trusty SC 2000 can now be cus- 
tomized with different attachments. And 
there are now three equipment load-outs re- 
flecting your playing style. William Redding 
offers balance, while Stealth provides sneaky 
stuff, and Assault gives Sam offensive gear. 


Flying Through the Air 
Co-operative multiplayer is the one aspect of 
Chaos Theory unfortunately left out of the 
beta build that we played. That was disap- 
pointing, because after seeing the playtesters 
putting the new mode through its paces in 
Montréal, it'll be tough waiting to try it. 
Teamwork is the most interesting angle here, 
as Ubi Soft is ensuring that players have to 
buddy-up. The testers formed a human lad- 
der to climb walls, flipped each other across a 
chasm like moonlighting Flying Rapunzels, 
and simultaneously shut down both ends of 
a laser tripwire attached to a subway bomb. 
The five-mission co-op campaign will also 
extend solo play, as its storyline will feature a 
pair of anonymous operatives assisting Sam 
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[top] It's probably going to take more than a Coke to get that guy's heart pounding again. [bottom] How did Sam 
ever get by without his combat knife? 


in his duties. Solo and co-op campaigns are 
being so closely integrated that events in one 
will be mirrored in the other. As Ferland ex- 
plains, a plane crash that you watch as Sam in 
a solo mission will be"lived" in co-op. 

"These two nobodies—we aren't giving 
them personalities or even names because 
we want gamers to put themselves into these 
roles, feel that they're the ones helping Sam 
Fisher—will always be nearby during the solo 
missions, but in the shadows. Likewise, in the 
co-op missions, these agents will have run-ins 
with Sam where he offers congratulations on 
a job well done. Everything will tie in.’ 

In other multiplayer news, the Versus 
mode introduced in Pandora Tomorrow will 
be back with extra features. Teammates will 
be able to use buddy maneuvers like those in 


the co-op game and the new Thermoptic 
Camouflage Suit will allow players to become 
invisible for short periods of time. Special 
proximity attack moves will let mercenaries 
wheel around and take out an approaching 
spy. And while pressing your foot down on 
their windpipes, you'll be able to let loose 
some choice taunts. 

Right now, however, is seems more like 
Ubisoft is taunting us by making us cool our 
heels until the game hits stores at the end of 
March. But the wait for Splinter Cell: Chaos 
Theory should be worth it. More than two 
years of development and lessons learned 
from both the original game and its first se- 
quel might make this the last word on 
stealth-action gaming... at least until Sam 
Fisher gets his next assignment. № 
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It’s Like: Splinter Thiefette 
The Buzz: Anya Romanov, the resident of 
noir-fictional Forge City and the thieving star 
of developer Blue 52% Stolen, is something of 
a narrative breath of fresh air for the gaming 
world; she's not a super-agent selflessly sav- 
ing the world, or some magical-girl savior. 
Yeah, she's the obligatory videogame stealth- 
hottie, but she starts off with one notable— 
and queerly, admirable— difference: she's pri- 
marily a professional thief out for little more 
than personal gain in the best Hollywood 
heist-movie tradition. 10 out of 10 for sexy, 
“empowering” attitude, but minus several 
thousand for actual role-modeling. 
Seemingly-amoral Anya does have some- 
thing of a pet peeve right from the get-go: 
She won't actually kill anybody, which sets 
her apart from her Asian counter-character 
Breeze, who will appear later in the game, 
with few or none of Anyas reservations. This 
creates something of a pickle for our infil- 
trating heroine as it’s a lot tougher for her to 
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bust her way in and out of Forge City's high- 
security museums, highrises and the like 
(because guards who can only be knocked 
silly/unconscious have a nasty habit of wak- 
ing up again). It turns out that there is a cer- 
tain honor among thieves, at least among 
those who draw the line at taking lives. 
Anya's expert criminal exploits take place 
against the backdrop of a larger political 
conflict engulfing Forge City. The game's ini- 
tial chapters involve a mayoral runoff be- 
tween an up-and-coming tech-slick busi- 
nessman—who for some reason wants to 
tag all Forge City citizens with tracking 
Ids—and a more traditional, seemingly 
more trustworthy, incumbent. How the 
larger political shapings-up will affect Anya's 
personal game has yet to be revealed, but 
the options can't be good for a working girl. 
Stolen is a third-person stealth-action 
game with a tech-noir sensibility (lithe, 
lethal Anya even seems to channel a little 
bit of Gibson's Molly Millions—minus the 


I see you =1.C.U. 


killing-people thing, that is). Broken up into 
four main sections slated at around three 
hours of gameplay apiece, it ramps its way 
up into more dangerous missions with 
skilled guard and elaborate high-tech secu- 
rity systems. Later areas see Anya tackling a 
prison, a skyscraper, and a remote mountain 
base that would do a Fleming villain proud. 
Anya won't kill, but she can mess you up. 
Bad. If spotted out in the open and forced 
to fight, she can throw down multiple 
melee combos based around single-button 


attacks, but her best weapon is 
not being spotted at all. Thanks 
to context-aware control, she 
can perform exotic acrobatics 
and evasions—swinging on 
outcroppings, clambering up 
walls, sneaking along ledges 
and so forth, mostly with sin- 
gle-button commands. If things 
don't go so well and she finds 
herself face-to-face with a foe, 
she can choke him into submis- 
sion or deliver a stunning 
roundhouse to the temple; and 
when they're down, she can 
rifle their pockets for extras, 
such as keys or door combina- 
tions for later (or secondary) 
objectives. If she’s feeling par- 
ticularly brazen, she can actu- 
ally pick the pockets of her ad- 
versaries as they walk past her. 

Anya wouldn't stack up so 
well in the heist-movie ranks if 
she didn’t have some cool tech, 
would she? One of the most ob- 
vious and useful nifties is the 
ability to augment her ever- 
present mini-map with motion- 
tracking darts. Pop one of these into an 
enemy, and he will become an integral part 
of Anya's HUD, broadcasting his position and 
throwing off a cone-of-sight as seen in tradi- 
tional stealth games. Another audio-sensory 
device allows Anya to effectively see through 
walls almost in the manner of a bat—"ping- 
ing” each enemy footstep and aurally fixing 
the presence of nearby room features (such 
as furniture, vents, doorways, etcetera) via 
the magic of wire-framing. If the next room is 
completely silent—a blessing, іп а way— 
Anya can still make her own noise, by 
whistling, to create a reliable audioscape. 

Finally, there's the audio dynamic duo, 
sonic emitter and the nullifier. If you fix the 
emitter to a surface and activate it remotely, 
guards will likely go check out the noise like 
the dutiful little schmucks they are (just don't 
overdo the noise thing, or the marginally 
more-aware will draw their weapons and 
maybe even call for backup). Use the nullifier 
as you would your own personal electromag- 
netic pulse—for knocking out lights, cam- 
eras, and various and sundry countermea- 
sures electronics. Let's hope none of your 
hapless adversaries have pacemakers. 

Stolen also features impromptu action 
mini-games that boost the suspense of a 


Infiltration micro-tasks to keep you on your toes. 


stealthy B&E. Should Anya encounter locks 
that need to be picked or security systems 
that must be otherwise thwarted, little on- 
the-fly interfaces come up, even as the 
game's “security clock” is still ticking. There's 
nothing quite like trying to calmly, deliber- 
ately get a set of tumblers to put out while 
the noise of alarms and approaching foot- 
falls fills the air. 

There are two things in the Stolen promise- 
package that are especially likable: 1) Each 
“mission” can branch, without warning, into 
the opportunity to heist a little more unex- 
pected loot on the side (not something Anya 
has agreed to with her tech-savvy partner in 
crime); and 2) The fact that when you bungle 
a job and reinforcements are called, they're 
called from somewhere. In other words, they 
have a specified dispatch-point from which 
they'll arrive, and therefore a minimum esti- 
mated time of arrival. (Nothing is more irritat- 
ing that video-game reinforcements that just 
sort of show up out of thin air.) 

Stolen is good-looking and has plenty of 
attitude, while still offering us a heroine we 
can ultimately respect (beneath her thiev- 
ing veneer, of course). So keep your eyes 
peeled for Anya's approach. Like it'll do any 
good. -Chris Hudak 
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Second 


Decrepit amnesiac psychic 


Developer Free Radical Publisher Codemk 


Its like: Planescape hero lost in Sanitarium 
The Buzz: What happened to John Vattic? 
This stealth action game that focuses more on 
the action side of things places amnesiac 
Vattic in a high-security medical facility with 
no memory of his name, whereabouts, or rea- 
son for his incarceration. What he does dis- 
cover, very early on, are highly developed psy- 
chic abilities, which make this a pretty quirky 
gameplay experience. You'll initially find your- 
self throwing around vital sign meters via 
telekinesis, and also learn that you can heal 
yourself rather than rely on the dreaded “find 


Restricted Area 


Developer Master Creating Publisher Whiptail Interactive 
Release Date February 2005 


[above] Holding both sides very carefully will prevent 
his head from exploding. [right] Telekinesis control was 
a bit shaky in the early build we played. 


the health pack" solution. Released on every 
other platform last fall, this is very much a 
console port, and an early version of the 
game hadn't quite smoothed out the PC con- 
trols. Also, it lacks “save anywhere" capability, 
the usual source of frustration for PC players. 
The interesting way in which you can 
choose to use your psychic powers in addi- 
tion to a regular set of weapons is what 
makes this title unique, and it is attractive, if a 


It's 2083. Resulting from environmental pollution, most 
of the earth is covered by wastelands. Cities and oceans 
have melded, however, under a weak global government 
that empowers mega-corporations like the Osaki 
Company, who in turn exploit rebels into performing 
“outlaw” duties. To protect their secrets from these crim- 
inal freelancers who steal them for other companies, the 
megacorps build large subterrestrial fortresses—re- 
stricted areas—far out in the wastelands. This action 
RPG with shooter elements employs the Diablo-style 
click-‘n’-hop method of navigation, and gives you four 
characters from which to choose, with several possible 
endings. And there are genetically enhanced organs and 
cybernetic implants, eliminating the need for Viagra. 
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bit rough around the edges at this writing. If 
they can clean up some of the kludgy physics 
glitches, and polish the control scheme, it 
should make a reasonably good PC diversion. 
Damn them for the “save anywhere" thing, 
though. Damn them. -Cindy Yans 


Ganked by a noob? It could be worse. 
voe a 7. ^ 
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Say hello to that hot Dark Elf. 
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The Consumer Electronics Show—the showcase for all things big, expensive, 
and awe-inspiring—is so money for attendees BY PETER SUCIU 


ong lines at the monorail. A Rod Stewart concert. A 71-inch gold-plated plasma TV. It could only be 
Las Vegas, and it could only be the annual Consumer Electronics Show, the showcase for all things 
E big, expensive, and awe-inspiring. The focus of this year's show was still squarely on large-screen dis- 
plays, with numerous companies trying to outdo their rivals. Samsung introduced a 101-inch plasma TV, which 
could do double-duty as a monitor in case you need to play Age of Empires III like a king. The set was a proof-of- 
concept, so don't expect to see it at Best Buy this year; however, LG's 71-inch plasma and Samsung's 80-inch 
DLP (Digital Light Processing)—which incorporates the same Texas Instrument technology as those used in dig- 
ital theater projectors—were among the largest sets that will be consumer ready. These sets aren't exactly af- 
fordable, unless you happen to be a movie mogul or Paris Hilton. 

Films on these sets will no doubt look spectacular thanks to the new formats poised to replace DVD. That's the 
good news. The bad: look for a format war to begin in full swing... and this one is likely to be dirtier and uglier 
than anything Microsoft or Sony can wage on their console battleground. In one corner is HD-DVD, as in High- 
Definition DVD, a playback-only format (at least according to most sources) that several studios are lining up be- 
hind thanks to the robust encryption it employs. In the other is Blu-Ray, a record and playback technology, 
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SAMSUNG 


O 


Soon to be seen in your favorite rich person living room, the world’s biggest plasma. (World of Warcraft not included.) 


which has the backing of numerous giants, 
including Sony, Sharp, Pioneer, and 
Panasonic. Both formats will provide a bet- 
ter picture and sound, plus plenty of room 
for extras. The upside is that both Blu-Ray 
and HD-DVD will likely be backward com- 
patible and play existing DVDs; the down- 
side is that the formats will not be compati- 
ble with each other. This is VHS vs. Betamax 
lI—let the battle begin. 

Fortunately, it seems that Blu-Ray will be 
the format leading the way to the PC. While 
DVD games are finally beginning to arrive for 
the PC, it won't be long before you can make 
the leap to Blu-Ray for even greater storage 
options. However, as few game developers 
are able to make full use of the DVD format, 
it seems unlikely they'll really need discs that 


are ten-times larger anytime soon. 

While consoles still dominate the living 
rooms, and will likely look most impressive 
on those large screen displays—the 
PlayStation 3 is rumored to support Blu- 
Ray—PC games may be going that route 
with systems such as the DlScover, which 
adds gaming as an option to its Media 
Center software. The Alienware DHS 5 series 
was also shown, and it supports drop-and- 
play technology for playing games, as well as 
options for downloadable gaming content. 

While not as computer hardware focused 
as the now defunct Comdex, CES was the 
place for the latest advances in network 
technology. The star of the show was the D- 
Link Gaming DGL-4300 Wireless 108G 
Gaming Router, which uses their 
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"GameFuel" technology to provide latency- 
free online and LAN gaming. It prioritizes 
network traffic to increase speed for band- 
width-sensitive applications. You can multi- 
task between applications without causing 
serious degradation to your gaming 
speed— basically it means making your 
folks wait to send e-mail so you can get a 
better ping for Unreal Tournament 2004. 

This year also saw the introduction of a 
new gaming pavilion, called the Cardio 
PlayZone. This new "excer-tainment" zone 
was devoted to gaming products to help 
players increase their physical activity and 
heart rate. (Clearly they've never played a 
few rounds of Counter-strike, which already 
gets that heart pumping.) Most of the offer- 
ings were for consoles, like Dance Dance 
Revolution or a NordicTrack cross-country 
ski machine that was placed in front of a 
large TV display. 

QMotions-Baseball is a follow up to the 
QMotions-Golf simulator, and is designed to 
deliver the baseball experience in the com- 
fort of your home. It is a game controller 
compatible with EA Sports' MVP Baseball se- 
ries, Sega's ESPN baseball line, and the High 


Heat series. It replaces the standard con- 
troller with a tethered ball—remember, 
kids, swinging a bat at your monitor is al- 
ways a good idea. 

Similarly, Electric-Spin's Go/fLaunchPad 
also works with a tethered, regulation- 
weight ball that you can use with your own 
clubs. Unlike the QMotions product, the 
Electric-Spin device can also be used with 
an actual ball on an outdoor course (don't 


Alienware's DHS 5 series. 
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Samsung's DLP 
TVs expand to 80-inches. 


try this in the backyard or living room). 
Real-time analysis of your swing can be sent 
to your laptop. 

Another way of getting your heart rate 
going at CES this year was to head over to 


the “CES: Fatal1ty Ultimate Gaming Shootout 
Challenge/ which ran throughout the show. 
Attendees were offered the chance to lose 
badly to three-time Cyber Professional 
League Champion Johnathan “Fatality” 
Wendel. In addition to the one-on-one 
shootout events, the man of the hour was on 
hand to show off a number of new Fatal1ty- 
branded products including the new nVIDIA 
nForce 4 Ultra-based Fatal1ty AN8 ultimate 
pro gaming motherboard. “I look forward to 
Fatallty Shootout exhibitions at trade shows 
like CES” Wendel said. “It really makes the 
business side of my life fun and gives me the 
opportunity to talk with industry leaders 
about Fatality products.’ 

But in the lights of the Vegas strip, the 
land of the $14 steak buffet and the 71-inch 
gold-plated plasma ТУ, it sounds like he's 
just being modest. 


CGONLINE COM 


Into the - 
Mysts 


With Myst V, the legendary series fades away; 
will it burn out, too? BY AARON R. CONKLIN 


less ages and an MMO that never quite 

made it to fruition, Cyan and Ubisoft 
are taking Myst, the record-breaking adven- 
ture-game series, to a pair of places it's 
never been before: back to the beginning, 
and to the end of the line. 

With the release of Myst V: End of Ages 
this fall, the series will finally reach its epic 
conclusion, years after making Rand and 
Robyn Miller, the founder of Cyan Worlds 
Inc, into cult figures in the gaming world. 
With more than 12 million copies of Myst 
and its sequels sold so far, it begs the obvi- 
ous question: Why stop now? 

“It's really the logical end to the story,’ ex- 
plains Chris Brandkamp, Cyan’s vice presi- 
dent of business affairs. "There are only so 
many times you can revisit the same type of 
crisis. It just feels right to stop now.’ 

Myst V is in the capable hands of Ubisoft 
Montreal, the same house that developed last 
year's well-received Myst IV: Revelation as well 
as Prince of Persia: Warrior Within. Unlike the 


1 fter twelve years, seven games, count- 
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fourth game, Myst V loops the story back to 
where it ended after the original Myst, with 
Atrus returned, free, and yet to be tormented 
by his two scheming sons, Sirrus and 
Achener. Ubisoft Montreal is keeping the de- 
tails of the game's plot tightly under wraps, 
other than to reveal that players will be 
charged with restoring the D’ni empire to its 


of the D'ni has risen up around the games 
and their deep and wondrous mythology. 
Not bad for a series that was among the 
first to take advantage of fledgling CD- 
ROM technology in the early '90s—and 
began on computers running Pentium 11 
processors. 

Detractors initially dissed Myst and its se- 


“Once the first game succeeded, we were up 
against the demands, the expectations for that 
thrill to return again—in effect, you're fighting 
your own success.’-Chris Brandkamp 


former glory. (Brandkamp hints at the answer 
to at least one of the million-dollar questions 
swirling around Myst V: Any Miller brother 
cameos? "One of ‘em will)’ he teases.) 

Ah, yes, the D'ni, that reclusive race of 
sages who can make entire worlds, or ages, 
spring from their imagination simply by 
writing them down in books. An entire cult 


quel, Riven, as little more than slow-paced 
interactive slide shows, but 12 million fans 
were captivated by the gorgeous graphics 
and free-form worlds. Designers working on 
the first game were rendering animations 
for 480 by 333 resolution—for those with 
short memories, that's a screen about the 
size of a postage stamp. 


Over the course of a decade-plus, the Myst 
games experienced plenty of triumph and travail. 
After years of building the franchise up, Cyan tried 
to take the concept online in 2003 with Uru: Ages 
Beyond Myst, but the multiplayer mode failed to 
ship with the game, and never made it beyond an 
experimental stage before shutting down. Then, of 
course, there was the issue of continually topping 
themselves. 

“Once the first game succeeded, we were up 
against the demands, the expectations for that thrill 
to return again—in effect, you're fighting your own 
success,’ says Brandkamp. 

For the developers, the answer was ramping up 
the difficulty of the series’ signature, brain-bashing 
puzzles. As the series progressed and the graphics 
and control schemes improved, those puzzles be- 
came both harder and more obtuse, to the point— 
some say 2001, the year Myst 3 hit the scene—where 
the frustration factor began to affect the series’ repu- 
tation with even diehard fans. 

That won't be the case with Myst V, which promises 
to get back to the basics that made the original game 
a legend. “The success of Myst was because it was ac- 
cessible to all” says Brandkamp. "People want to ex- 
plore, they want an adventure. If you have puzzles 
that are like the Berlin Wall, that turns people off” 

The puzzles may be softer, but the graphics 
won't be. The handful of Myst V screenshots Cyan 
and Ubisoft have released so far suggest new 
graphical highs for the series. From the looks of 
things, it appears the game will deploy the same 
first-person view as the other four games in the 
Myst series—as opposed to the third-person view 
used in Uru: Ages Beyond Myst. 

As Myst V: End of Ages hurtles toward completion, 
Cyan already has its eyes fixed on their next project, 
but so far—surprise!—nobody’s willing to reveal 
what lies in the mists beyond Myst. “All | can say is 
that it will be a complete departure from what 
we've done before.’ Brandkamp pauses. "And по, 
we're not going to start making shoot ‘em ups.” 


Empty locations, pretty graphics. 
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—A month 
after EA Sports locked up the 
NFL for sports games, 
Take 2 reached a 

similar deal 
with Major 
League 
Baseball and its 
union. Electronic 
Arts mocked the 
deal, with president 
of corporate communica- 
tions Jeff Brown telling Gamespot that 
it was “stupid money,’ and “they are 
paying an exclusive price for a nonex- 
clusive agreement.’ Future Take 2 
games will no longer have the ESPN li- 
cense, however, as EA Sports signed a 
15-year deal with the network. In other 
sports-related news, Computer Games 
Magazine has acquired the exclusive 
rights to the 2004-2005 NHL season.... 
—Not content with pump- 
ing out new sports games, Take 2 also 
announced a new brand, 2K Games. 
Expect the Global Star Label to disap- 
pear. The company also announced it 
has purchased "certain" rights to the 
Civilization franchise from Atari, and 
signed a long-term, multi-title publish- 
ing deal with Firaxis. Sid Meier's 
Civilization IV will be published under 
the 2K Games label this year. There's no 
truth to the rumor that they're working 
on Sid Meier's Grand Theft Civilization, 
however.... — Electronic Arts 
founder Trip Hawkins was inducted into 
the Academy of Interactive Arts and 
Sciences' Hall of Fame during the orga- 
nization's 0.1.С.Е. Summit in Las Vegas. 
(They presumably ignored his later con- 
tributions, like those fine 
Army Men games.) In other 
D.I.C.E. news, Half-Life 2 
cleaned up at the annual 
Interactive 
Achievement 
Awards in 
February, winning 
a total of nine 
awards at the 
eighth annual 
event including 
the overall 
multi-platform 
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History was made, yawns were heard 


fter half a decade, the CPL held an- 
other event in another hotel in Dallas 
in December, one loaded with 

gamers plus game and hardware compa- 
nies. But it’s starting to feel forced; instead 
of the usual merriment, the sharing of a 
meal with industry types, and the overall 
fun of the event, this CPL was more work 
and less play. 

The usual sponsors were there (Intel, 
NVIDIA, Hitachi, etc.) and everyone had the 
usual nice booths loaded with the latest 
wares, but everyone seemed to be a little 
out of it. Of course, making this event take 
place one week before Christmas every year 
doesn't help—everyone is usually more con- 
cerned about the upcoming paid holidays. 
But this year in particular presented what 
was more of a drag than anything else. 

The games played— Counter-Strike, 
Painkiller, Doom 3, and Day of Defeat—were 
exciting enough to watch, but they seem 
tired. Sure, Painkiller and Doom 3 are rela- 
tively new, but most of the emphasis is 
placed on the dated (and frankly sort of bor- 
ing at this point) Counter-Strike. Yes, the 
teams are incredibly good, but there are only 


so many times you can watch what amounts 
to the same thing over and over again before 
you want to change the channel. 

This year did provide a little excitement 
in that the team from the losing bracket in 
this double elimination-style ladder actually 
won the event. It was unprecedented for 
the CPL, and exciting to witness Team NoA 
defeat Team EYEBALLERS in 16-14 and then 
16-5 rounds. One has to wonder, though: 
Why aren't games like the superlative Call of 
Duty or even Half-Life 2 deathmatch in- 
cluded here? Can we get some new games? 

Keep in mind that it's the Summer CPL 
that really has everyone showing up with 
fire in their eyes. There are usually a few 
thousand more people there for the sum- 
mer event, even though it's July in Texas, 
and the competition just seems more fierce 
and lively. It also helps that the summer 
event is played at the Gaylord Texan Resort 
and not downtown. Yes, there's a lot of 
money at stake, and yes, a lot of people 
travel from very far away to attend this 
event, even in the winter. But it's still the 
warmth of summer that will kill the winter 
doldrums. -Kevin Rice 


Behold, the glory of 
DOOM з... running оп a 
3Dfx Vodoo 2 card, circa 
1998, thanks to someone 
named “Doom” from the 


website 3dfxzone.it. Not 
only is it amazing that it's 
able to work at all, it 
doesn't look all that bad. 
Compared to other games 
from 1998, that is. 


from 


Hunt Valley, 
ar 


Why Hunt Valley? Located about 20 
minutes north of Baltimore, this subur- 
ban community/business park employs 
more than 600 game developers, making 
it one of the largest gaming hotbeds on 
the eastern seaboard. 

It helps that the Baltimore County 
Economic Development Commission de- 
ploys economic incentives to keep the 
local game development scene jumping; 
in fact, reps often accompany game 
companies to conferences to help re- 
cruiting efforts. 

“We're not the sticks, but you can see it 
from here,’ says Barry Caudill, former 
MicroProse staffer and the lead producer 
of Firaxis's Sid Meier's Pirates!. 


History Lesson Call it ап accident of 
history: Gaming legends Bill Staley and 
Sid Meier happened to choose Hunt Valley 
as the site to found MicroProse in the late 
19805. “Іп the gaming culture at that time, 
it was completely possible to develop and 
distribute games from your garage,” says 
Caudill. “It just so happened that one of 
those garages was in this area.” 

In the words of more than one game-de- 
velopment vet, MicroProse was the water- 
melon, and Spectrum Holobyte, the com- 
pany that scarfed them up in 1993, was 
Gallagher, the sledgehammer-wielding co- 
median. At least three seeds ended up 
falling in Hunt Valley: Jeff Briggs, who 
broke off in 1996 to form Firaxis, two years 
before MicroProse closed its doors for 
good; Doug Whatley, who founded 
BreakAway Games in 1998; and Brian 


| lan d BY AARON R. CONKLIN 


Reynolds, who broke from Firaxis to form 
Big Huge Games in 2001. 


Notable Developers Firaxis, Big Huge 


Games, BreakAway Games Ltd. 


Signature Games sia Meier's Pirates! 
and Civilization (Firaxis); Rise of Nations 
(Big Huge Games); Emperor: Rise of the 
Middle Kingdom, Waterloo (BreakAway 
Games Ltd.) 


Who Knew? the first thing MicroProse 
execs asked Jeff Briggs to do upon his ar- 
rival in 1988 was to design a boardgame 
based оп Ғ-19 Stealth Fighter, the classic 
solo flight sim—the key word, of course, 
being “solo.” "Since only one person 
could actually fly the plane, the other 
players would have had to be SAM sites,” 
Briggs says. “I told them I didn't think it 
would be all that fun” 


The Big Myth The east coast is the least 
coast. Not only is Hunt Valley a mere 
light-rail train ride outside of Baltimore, 
it's also within striking distance of 
Philadelphia, New York, and Washington, 
DC. Says Big Huge Games president Tim 
Train: "Hunt Valley is actually a surpris- 
ingly cosmopolitan place.” 


True Fact Hunt Valley isn’t just about 
computer games: For many years the city 
has hosted the World Boardgaming 
Championships, and rumor also has it 
that MC Hammer owns a horse farm in 
the area. Please, Hammer; don't hurt ‘em. 


“Game of the Year.’ Other PC winners in- 
cluded Splinter Cell: Pandora Tomorrow 
for top action-adven- 
ture, The Sims 2 for 
simulation, Tiger 
Woods PGA Tour 
2005 for sports, 
Rome: Total War 
for strategy, and 
World of WarCraft 
for multiplayer/persist- 
ent online game of the year. The night's 
most unusual winner was Neverwinter 
Nights: Kingmaker for RPG; Vampire: The 
Masquarade Bloodlines was the only 
other nominated title.... Vivendi's PC 
Money Hats—Though PC game sales 
overall were down in 2004 compared to 
2003, Vivendi Universal reported that 
two PC games—Half-Life 2 and World of 
WarCraft—helped boost its earnings. 
Though overall earnings were down, 
the company reported that Valve's 
shooter sold 1.7 million copies in its two 
months of release for the year, and 
World of WarCraft 600,000 in the same 
period. In other news, PC gaming re- 
mains doomed.... An Offer You Have 
the Option of Refusing—Electronic Arts 
will release a game based on The 
Godfather. It will feature the gargan- 
tuan likeness of 
Marlon Brando 
(who consented 
before dying) 
and have voice 
acting from 
James Caan 
and Robert 
Duvall. Whether or 
not Sofia Coppola will 
reprise her role as an infant remains to 
be seen.... Garden of Leaving—Alex 
Garden, the founder of Relic 
Entertainment and later the director of 
product development at Relic's even- 
tual owner THQ, has now left the pub- 
lisher to work on other unnamed proj- 
ects, according to a statement from 
THO.... Midway is Unreal —Midway 
Games announced that it plans on 
using Epic's UnrealEngine3 in all of its 
development studios. This news will 
surely lead to even more"... is Unreal" 
headlines, to which all headline writers 
can offer their heartfelt thanks..... 


News courtesy of... us. 
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The rubber meets the roadrunner 

in Auto Assault—a science-fiction, 

post-apocalyptic massively multiplayer 

online game that’s Madder than Max 
BY CINDY YANS 
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hen you hear the word NetDevil, you immediately picture a species where the male 
lives as a parasite on the body of the much larger female, feeding from her bloodstream. 
In time, their bodies fuse together, forming a sort of two-bodied hermaphrodite. Right? 

Well, certainly Colorado game developer Scott Brown had exactly that picture in mind 
when he named his company back in 1997, and he’s been on the lookout for that larger 
female ever since. Maybe not... or at least he hasn't told his wife about it. More accu- 
rately, Brown, along with his colleagues Peter Grundy and Ryan Seabury, are certified 
SCUBA divers, and named the company after one of the more bizarre species of deep 
sea fish. This bloated sharp-toothed monstrosity represents the strange and mysterious 
depths in which it lives, supposedly inspiring these guys to create strange and mysteri- 
ous games. And every day when they walk into their offices, they greet a large, life-sized 
carving of the creature embedded in the floor of the reception area. 

Also littering the floor these days are piles of rocks, rubble, nuclear waste, contamina- 
tion warnings, fallout debris, and other tradeshow leftovers that set the mood for the 
post-apocalyptic MMO they've been working on since the launch of their debut product, 
Jumpgate. While that multiplayer space combat game had a small, but dedicated niche 
fan base and still does, Brown and company are setting the stakes higher these days with 
Auto Assault—part action game, part driving game, and part RPG—a lot higher. In fact, 
they're looking to put a whole new slant on the genre. 


The body of the Biomek Agent who this buggy belongs to may still lie inside it. TemperNet 
algorithms are not known to allow occupants of infested vehicles to exit. Ever. 


Body-Shops are where you go to trick out 
your vehicle with kick-ass Tricks and Trims, 


Go figure, the Auto Assault mythos is built on that handy sci-fi sta- 
ple, the Aliens-attacked-the-Earth premise. So, ahem, Aliens at- 
tacked the Earth, and the Human denizens decided on what they 
called The Final Solution. “The final solution for Humans,’ explains 
design director Seabury, was "Let's take all the world's weapons of 
mass destruction, do some nuclear scrubbing bubbles on the 
planet, and go underground and in a couple of hundred years we'll 
come back and everything will be nice and shiny and new again.” 
Of course that didn't happen. Instead, that “solution” devolved hu- 
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manity into three species (that the MMO translates, not surpris- 
ingly, into three playable factions) all of which fought for survival. 

The underground Humans had built a shielding technology that 
eventually enabled them to come out of the ground—although 
how they could show their faces after said "solution" is anyone's 
guess—and the very first stage of the story is called 
"Metamergence; during which they emerge from Arc One, one of 
their massive underground bunkers, only to find the world in worse 
shape than it would have been had it been taken over by mimes. 
And it's pretty much all their fault. 

There are a percentage of humans that actually survived the 
post-nuclear plague, but as a result, they have mutated pretty badly 
into contamination-covered creatures, which view their survival as 
something nearly supernatural. “They have a very, very religious 
take on everything, so they see it as a sort of divine ascension' for 
them,’ says Seabury. 

These Mutants pretty much worship their “goo,’ which they call 
“blood,” and spread it everywhere—all over themselves and their 
cities, they built fountains and shrines with it, and they plant and 
nurture little pods that they scatter all over in hope that the fallout 
will mushroom. 

“This Mutant contamination is sort of spread throughout the 
world,’ says project lead Brown. “So the mutants have the ability to, 
well, ‘communicate’ is really too strong a word, but they can sort of 
sense it and feel it all around them and then even control it... ina 
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way. ... They see themselves as sort of the chosen ones, that just 
kind of reshaped the new world.” Yes, they reshaped it all right, and 
the game areas where the Mutants proliferate are extremely shiny 
and green. It’s all very glowy. 

The third faction, the Biomeks, are the antitheses of this. While 
the Mutant environments draped in icky contamination are some- 
what organic in nature, the Biomeks are professional Transformers. 
The Humans actions after the alien attacks precipitated not only 
the green-goo mutations, but also the current state of the Biomeks, 
whose own survival depended upon supplementing their deteriora- 
tion with sophisticated mechanisms. In other words, when a body 
part falls off, they plop in something from the hardware store. The 
Humans’ high tech accomplishments were really what made all of 
this possible, and are they ever embarrassed (not). 


There are a lot of game elements that have been borrowed from 
the past, present, and future “competition,” but NetDevil seems to 
have a pretty good handle on the ones that work really well and a 
good sense of what is fun—and what isn't. Because this is а game 
about vehicular combat above all else, you'll spend all of the high- 
action moments in your vehicle, but like Earth & Beyond, you'll also 
have a persistent character that can roam through the world's 
towns. "Avatars are important,’ says Brown. “Someone that you can 
identify as you is very important, especially since you're going to 
have so many different vehicles, nobody's going to know you from 
your vehicle, and so there needs to be something connected with 
'you' in the world.” 

The characters are where your skills and attributes lie, skills being 


things like chance to hit, chance to be hit, efficiency with your 
power plant, THACO—okay not THACO—and other familiar stats; 
and attributes being combat, tech, intelligence and perception. 
"Those are things that move with you from vehicle to vehicle,’ says 
Brown. Do you have guns that you are more proficient with? Do you 
have special reinforcements that you can call in? Those are all the 
character things” And it is a leveling game like most, so you'll be 
able to spend points on the various attributes as you advance, as 
well as specialize. The class-based system really invites grouping in 
a convoy for maximum effectiveness. 

Being lost, confused, directionless, time-sapped, and frustrated— 
well, you get enough of that in your day-to-day, right? You don't 
want to have to pay for the privilege. NetDevil takes this into ac- 
count in a number of small but important ways. With Auto Assault's 
quest system, you will never really have to wonder what to do next. 
Quest giving NPCs have—although this isn't completely final— 
question marks over their heads to identify them. Imagine that. 
There are also pillars of light that surround them so that if they're 
not "right there" you'll still know where to go to find them. With only 
one quest active at a time, the direction of where you'll find the re- 
sources to solve it is indicated by an arrow, showing not only the di- 
rection, but how far away it is. If you switch to another quest, all of 
this information dynamically switches as well. And you'll also see 
helpful dots on a handy mini-map. 

In the mission text, some of it pretty wordy, one of the things 
they did was to highlight the words that actually matter, so that you 
can skim it quickly if you want. “We didn't want to have too much 
text there,’ says Brown, "but we feel that we're telling a story, and it's 
an important story that's worth telling. So we want the player to be 
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able to read through these things and to understand what's going 
on in the world, why you are where you are, what happened to the 
race—we don't want you to have to go onto a website and read a 
40 page background document. We'd rather that you learn kind of 
what's happening while you're playing the game. But y’know, some 
people just aren't going to read.” He's got that right. 

Towns are not overly sprawling, and are well laid out with really 
obvious building designations and loads of street-signs. You'll be able 
to get in, shop, put together a party (convoy), and get out with little 
to no hassle. They've designed a nifty currency system for post-apoc- 
alyptic shopping that kind of makes sci-fi sense: all the currencies of 
the world have merged into generic units. Coins, which they call 
“clink” is the smallest unit, then there are any types of bills or “scrip,” 
hunks of metal, which are “Баг, and finally “globes” which Brown de- 
scribes as "little alien doodads that you find in high level areas.’ 

The worst that can happen to you when your car is destroyed is 
for you to be transported back to the nearest repair station. There 
you can either wait on the little repair pads (looking like little health 
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-De in Director Ryan Seabury notes, "The level of interactivity that's in there right now, 
"the kind of blowing stuff up’ and how you can interact with everything—it peo 
changes the expectation you might bring from other MMOs." 


packs all in a row) as soothing healing symbols bubble around you, 
or you can use a pre-purchased repair kit, which will be a bit faster 
so you can get right back into the action. And if you're still intact, 
but taking a lot of damage, you can visit the stations at any time. 
Some of them are even truck stops where you can buy and sell 
goods without having to run back to town, and maybe even find a 
good bowl of chili. 

As is all the rage these days, you'll be able to play the game in 
convenient 15-minute chunks if you need to, and after you discover 
an area, you'll be able to get right to it without traveling halfway 
across the world. 

There'll be regularly scheduled tournaments in Arena areas—cur- 
rently NetDevil's only plan for PVP—which you may enter as a com- 
petitor or spectator. The results will take the form of a champi- 
onship ladder structure across all servers. This way, if you're 
“number one,’ you're number one out of the entire player base, not 
just those on your server. Then you can be even more annoying 
when you brag. 


WHAT 


Shiny on the outside, squishy on the inside 


Your Auto Assault vehicles— which 
may be collected in large numbers 
and swapped out often—can be re- 
garded as what you've decided to 
dress yourself in on a given day (de- 
fined by the sum of its enhanced 
parts). Your character, however, is ac- 
tually “the real you,” defined by your 
attributes, with powers and abilities 
that will increase over time. Visually, 
you will only customize your character 
during its initial creation, with a set of 
custom colors, body and head choices, 
accessories, and a gender to call its 
own. (Remember, even if your name is 
“Dirk,’ playing a girl forces people to 
give you stuff.) 

You may choose one of four major 
classes per race to define your primary 
role in the game, depending on what 
your play style is. The classes include 
typical “tank” roles, support roles, 
“summoner” or “pet” roles, and “assas- 
sin” or “stealther” roles, all of which 
they're saying will be able to solo, but 
also all of which would be comple- 
mentary in a convoy. 

Character classes all share 4 base 
attributes (Combat, Technology, 
Theory, and Perception), and each 
class has 2 distinct skill trees that 
allow you to customize your charac- 
ter's abilities and play style as you 
earn points through game play. 
Generally you gain points to spend at 
every level your character reaches, 
and also occasionally in other ways 
such as mission rewards or rare con- 
sumable items. 

No gameplay affecting decisions 
will be made in character creation 
screens (other than character class). 
Only after a new character has en- 
tered the actual game do they start to 
customize or specialize statistics or 
skills. This way, players can have at 
least a basic understanding of the 
game before choosing what skills to 
add points to. 


Commando Сап dish out damage and take it. They are the 
heavy soldiers who bring the big guns to the 
battlefield, and are typically smack dab in the 


middle of the action. 


š 


ER 


I 


Class Traits: Heavy Assault Vehicles; 
Frontline Combat Role; Can use all types 
of weapons and armors 


Engineer Are the masters of practicality, useful on just 


about any project. They can squeeze every possi- 


ble hit point out of any kind of armor plating, 
and then some, and manipulate energy streams 
for a variety of purposes. 


Class Traits: Combat Utility Vehicles; 
Support & Trapping Roles; Useful for 
indirect combat and battlefield repairs 


Lieutenant Command respect everywhere they go. They 
bring coordination and mercenary firepower to 
the battlefield, and sport frightening mental 
powers that are enhanced through energy con- 


vergence fields. 


Class Traits: Mobile Command Vehicles; 
Command Role; Brings leadership abili- 
ties, combat experience, and numbers to 
the battlefield 


You never see these guys coming. They are elu- 
sive and cunning, and believe in a hit and run 
approach. A master of stealth and assassination 
techniques. 


MUTANTS 


Champion 


Bounty 
Hunter 


The race's frontline religious warriors, trained to 
commune with “Ursaic Spirit” power, giving 
them bear-like tendencies and Contamination 
skills. Their philosophy... the biggest gun wins. 


Class Traits: Light Duty Vehicles; Special 
Ops Role; Masters of hit-and-run stealth 
tactics and creating chaos 


Class Traits: Heavy Assault Vehicles; 
Frontline Combat Role; Can use all types 
of weapons and armors 


Purveyor of both physical and spiritual healing. 
Shamans bond intensely with the "Botanic Spirit,” 
signifying growth and mutation, and can manip- 
ulate Contamination to almost magical effects. 


Class Traits: Combat Utility Vehicles; 
Support & Trapping Roles; Useful for indi- 
rect combat and battlefield repairs 


The elite religious leaders, they have a miracu- 
lous command over mutated environments, 
often creating wraith-like entities seemingly out 
of thin air to do their bidding. 


Class Traits: Mobile Command Vehicles; 
Command Role; Brings leadership abili- 
ties, combat experience, and numbers to 
the battlefield 


These avenging angels link themselves to the 
“Insecta Spirit,’ giving them an unnatural affinity 
with mutant insects and the like. Avengers are 
experts at blending in with their environment. 


Avenger 


Terminator The Biomek heavy soldiers, Terminators are built 
for one purpose... destruction. Trained to unleash 
chaos and fear upon the enemy, their Hazard 


forms are spectacularly terrifying to engage. 


Class Traits: Light Duty Vehicles; Special 
Ops Role; Masters of hit-and-run stealth 
tactics and creating chaos 


Class Traits: Heavy Assault Vehicles; 
Frontline Combat Role; Can use all types 
of weapons and armors 


Constructor Constructors provide just that... construction. 
But they can also put up a fight. In fact, they can 
construct a wide arsenal of simple robots for of- 


fensive and defensive purposes. 


Class Traits: Combat Utility Vehicles; 
Support & Trapping Roles; Useful for indi- 
rect combat and battlefield repairs 


MasterMind By far the most efficient and well-organized 
Biomek, MasterMinds are responsible for syn- 
chronizing the operations of others, including a 
vast array of semi-intelligent, autonomous ro- 


botic Meks. 


Class Traits: Mobile Command Vehicles; 
Command Role; Brings leadership abili- 
ties, combat experience, and numbers to 
the battlefield 


Agents exist to observe and eliminate any po- 
tential threats to Biomek system operations. 
They are very hard to detect, and posess a wide 
selection of techniques to disable and destroy. 


Class Traits: Light Duty Vehicles; Special 
Ops Role; Masters of hit-and-run stealth 
tactics and creating chaos 
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IUSCLE C ] 
You'll acquire lots of “stuff” in the game, and literally all of it you're 
going to use to trick out the large stable of vehicles you're going to 
accumulate as you level. “I'm a big fan of loot,’ says Brown. “I love 
‘phat loot; and so above and beyond what everybody else is doing, | 
think that a real difference maker for us is our loot system. | mean, 
literally every item is generated. Every statistic [on the item] is gen- 
erated. Every single time. So it'll be very uncommon for you and 
someone else to have the same rig.” 

And what rigs they are. Your avatar portrait will remain onscreen 
as you play, but where you live will really be in your vehicle. Art di- 
rector Peter Grundy describes some of the inspiration behind the ve- 
нае design. “From a visual standpoint, we've drawn from many, 
many areas,’ һе says. “I mean, the obvious is Mad Max, but мете a lit- 
tle bit more high-tech; Mad Maxis a little bit more ‘lost in the desert 
and welding stuff together... These are races that have had a little 
bit more time to develop their technologies. We've also looked at a 
lot of Syd Mead [concept artist for the films Blade Runner, TRON, 
Aliens, and 2010]. We actually looked at a lot of Giger-ish types of in- 
fluence, but you're not getting a strong imprint of that on the vehi- 
cles, though. Personally | think we've come up with a look that's 
unique unto itself” 

A lot of the trick and trims that they're doing are very thematic. 
For example, as the Humans you'll be able to add on carbon fiber, 
evoking an armored, almost Syd Mead feel. And the Biomeks have a 
skull kit, which looks like welded “skull teeth.’ “I'm not going to say 
that DOOM is really an influence, but they will still have that evil feel 
to them,’ says Grundy. 

But the vehicles’ sense of style has nothing to do with how they 
actually perform. “We wanted to separate look and feel from statis- 
tics, and so the tricks and trims do not effect the statistics of the ve- 
hicle/ says Brown. “That way, if what you wanted was big gnarly 
bone teeth on the front of your mutant vehicle, | didn't want you to 
have to say, ‘Oh well... but this metal thing has better stats on it, so 
I'm going to use this instead. We really wanted to let you customize 
your vehicle, and collect the parts that make it look the way you 
want it to, apart from statistics.’ 

Seabury adds: “From a game design standpoint in terms of inspi- 
ration, we don't sort of have this universal approach to everything. 
It's more that we designed the factions with sort of the history, 
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A dose-up of the Archon's vehide 
Буа signal tower at dusk. 


background, and ‘color’ of the creatures in mind, and asked our- 
selves, ‘what kind of vehicles would they drive?" 


While it would be tempting to look at the game as a high-concept- 
treasure-trove of images that relate to society and myth, the fact of 
the matter is... blowing stuff up is fun. And at its center, this is what 
the game is really about. 

"People are very conditioned in vehicle games, and in racing games 
in general, to not bump into things,’ says Brown. "And so people would 
drive around these maps and be afraid to touch anything. The whole 
point of our world is to blow up everything. So we now put missions 
into our intro areas that send you out on simple tasks that pretty 
much require that you bump into things... and it feels so good. So at 
this point you're learning, ‘Oh, hey, | can smash and bump into stuff 
and it breaks; and right about then is the point when people really 
start to get on with the game realize, ‘Hey! | can blow up everything!" 

Built on the Havok physics engine, the game is more action-heavy 
than any other MMO out there, with just about everything destructi- 
ble—and in the case of instanced maps, permanently destructible as 
fits in with the continuing gamestory. Driving actually feels like, well, 
"driving; as opposed to "moving your vehicle from place to place,’ 
and is affected by power and acceleration, as well as terrain type. And 
the targeting system is quite inspired and, although it is skill-based, 
manages to take the "edge" off what would be much too twitchy for 
this sort of game. Instead of having a reticle, a vehicles guns and tur- 
rets are each associated with a “tac arc,’ which is a visually indicated 
range of fire inside which everything highlighted is hit automatically. 
And you'll usually be dealing with several of them at once, making for 
a pretty wide expanse of targets—fast paced and wild. 

Each race also has a Hazard Mode that makes really high-damage 
combat a truly berserking experience—from the Human shields 
that weld themselves to multiple targets, to the Biomeks" 
Transformer-esqe transitions, to the Mutants’ Wraith mode during 
which you stop controlling your vehicle, and instead control these 
tendrils of energy that are organically class-specific. 

To Brown, it's all very simple."If we had to say, in just a few words, 
‘What is Auto Assault?’—which is a really hard question to ask—we 
keep coming back to: Blowing Shit Up.’ He smiles. “1 mean, after all, 
that's what you do” 


TEMPERNET FACTORY UNIT 

These units are produced directly, duh, by 
a TemperNet factory. Base colors are shiny 
black with red glow. These units are me- 
chanical in nature, but not all that blocky, 
instead presenting a frightening and omi- 
nous look. 


TEMPERNET CONVERTED UNIT 

These have been taken over by 
TemperNet and have the clinging 
TemperNet conversion modules on them. 
They also have a shiny black appearance 
given by the nanobots that inevitably 
begin to swarm over the unit. 


ICONOLOGY 
Only bar codes and numbers are used for 
inventory maintenance. 


STRENGTHS 

Environmentally Impervious 

Having no organic pieces, there is very lit- 
tle in nature a TemperNet unit cannot 
withstand. This made the early prototypes 
very useful to old world governments. 


Hive Mind 

All TemperNet units are networked (о 
“CPU”, and thus receive constant intelli- 
gence and recon updates. They can react 
to changing conditions quickly and are 
very formidable on the battlefield. 


No regard for self-survival 
TemperNet units are generally suicidal as 
needed, and therefore very dangerous. 


WEAKNESSES 

Hive Mind Vulnerability 

If TemperNet units are cut off somehow 
from the CPU's network, they have very 
limited Al routines and would be ren- 
dered more or less useless. 
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Though it takes all sorts of 
turns on the way, Prince 
of Persia: Warrior Within 
still gets where it’s going in 
high style. By STEVE BAUMAN 


UbiSoft 
Mature 
1GHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


Кег firing up Prince of Persia: Warrior 

Within a few dozen times, a few things 

become obvious: This isn’t your child- 
hood' Prince; the “dripping blood” load 
screen animation is incredibly cool; and, 
thanks to the unskippable movies that pre- 
cede the main menu, that it’s published by 
UbiSoft and “Runs Great on Pentium 4” 
Memo to Ubi: We just want to play the 
game, not watch ads, however short they 
may be. In fact, it's almost annoying enough 
to only want games from Electronic Arts 
and processors from AMD. 

Okay, that's being a bit dramatic, but 
Warrior Within gets those drama juices flow- 
ing thanks to some of its changes. The pre- 
vious edition, Sands of Time, didn't sell as 
well as it should have, despite being a spec- 
tacular adventure. It had a dreamy sense of 
fantasy, enhanced greatly by its then-in- 
spired use of the now cliché bloom effect, 
and while it had too much combat, there 


was some spectacularly animated jumping 
around bits. 

But the most important change is to the 
gameplay, which continues its move from 
games with beautiful and fluid acrobat- 
ics—plus combat—that influenced Tomb 
Raider to being a Middle-Eastern-flavored 


Ninja Gaiden, an intense (and intensely 
challenging) combat game with occasional 
acrobatics. 

In order to expand its demographic or 
something, UbiSoft did the logical thing: it 
removed or subordinated almost every- 


thing that made the previous ones so great. 


Gone is much of the fantasy, replaced by 


grit. The prince himself has a makeover, 
from a dashing young adventurer to a reject 
from “Queer Eye for the Straight Goth.’ (Не 
looks like he's one step from a Live Journal 
called “Garden of the Depths of My Agony”) 
The soundtrack is no longer exotic, replaced 
by generic heavy metal, and the positive fe- 


male character, Princess Farah, has been re- 
placed by a pair of ludicrously breasted and 
scantily clad vixens, making this clearly a 
“boys-only” zone. 

The story picks up after the conclusion of 
Sands of Time. The Prince comes home, hop- 
ing to settle down, maybe grow his hair out 
and start a band, only to find himself 
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REVIEWS 


Hot girl-on-giflaction. 


hunted by Diablo. Okay, so it’s not really the 
bad guy from Blizzard’s game of the same 
name, but this Dahaka guy is pretty reminis- 
cent of that big bad fire-y guy. A mystic ex- 
plains to the prince that he's created a rift in 
time, and that The Prince will die. No won- 
der he went Goth. 

With the Dahaka on his trail, The Prince 
journeys back and forth in time to stop the 
Sands of Time from being created in the 
first place. This flip-flopping allows the de- 
velopers to re-use levels and force the 
player to do some backtracking in a way 
that's less annoying than normal. It's always 
interesting to visit an area, then return to 
find it radically changed. 

There are still a lot of environmental puz- 
zles, most of which require the Prince to 
run, jump, wall crawl, flip, and breakdance 
his way from Point A to Point B. It’s punish- 
ingly difficult, thanks to the lack of "save 
anywhere,’ and does get incredibly frustrat- 
ing. There are save points on each level, but 
they're pretty far away; expect to play parts 
of levels a lot. The difficulty does much to 
increase the length of gameplay; Warrior 
Within isn't as short as its predecessor, cross- 
ing the 20-hour mark or so. 

Helping somewhat with the difficulty are 
The Sands of Time, which still allow you to 
rewind for a few seconds to correct some of 
your mistakes. Some other new spell-like 
abilities let the Prince run faster, or give him 
some assistance in combat. 

And assistance you will need, for there's 
a much more elaborate combat system in 
place, one which is both very satisfying but 
also a source of an additional layer of diffi- 
culty. The combat in Sands of Time was dull 
and repetitive, not to mention it featured 
some re-spawning enemies. Warrior Within 
has as much combat, but it's usually 
against multiple enemies that are a wee-bit 
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more challenging than the bodies thrown 
at you previously. 

The prince has dozens of weapon com- 
bos, and it retains the brilliant context-sen- 
sitive interface, which makes most of those 
moves happen based on where you are in 
relation to the room or your enemies. You 
do need to remember some key combina- 
tions, but if you happen to be near a wall, 
you often do that “cool jump off the wall at 
the enemy" trick, or the "run over the guy 
you're fighting, flip around, and chop off his 
head" one. You can dual wield, and have ad- 
ditional options depending on which type 
of weapon is in each hand. The combat is 
great fun, and in some ways less frustrating 
than some of the running and jumping 
around. They look spectacular, as the 
Prince's animation remains some of the best 
in all of gaming. The boss battles are rather 
dull, though, as the big enemies block most 
of your fancy moves. You end up doing the 
standard block, attack, block, attack, until 
you whittle down their energy. 

Prince of Persia was always unique. 
Jordan Mechner's original brought Disney- 
level animation to side-scrollers, and Sands 
of Time brilliantly transferred it to 3D, re- 
taining the storybook feel while radically 
altering the gameplay. Warrior Within 
makes it considerably more generic. As a 
combat game, it's one of many; as a "climb 
on the walls and jump all over the room 
game,’ it has no peers. It's a testament to 
the considerably skill of UbiSoft's Montreal 
studio that, despite the major shifts in tone 
and balance, it's still a terrific, if less magi- 
cal, adventure. @ 


UPSIDE Terrific combat system; some incredi- 
bly fun puzzles; great graphics and animation 


DOWNSIDE Still no save anywhere; brutal diffi- 
culty; new look-and-feel inferior to past games 


Wings Over 


Vietnam 


The only sim in town 


xxx 


Genre Flying Around in Vietnam 

Developer Third Wire Publisher Bold 

ESRB Not Rated Requirements 600MHz CPU; 
128MB RAM 


I he Vietnam War was full of controversy, 


but it was also a pivotal period in the evo- 

lution of aerial combat. Just as the Korean 
War saw the move from propeller-based air- 
craft to jets, Vietnam marked the transition 
from guns to missiles as the primary air-to-air 
weaponry, as well as a major shift in overall 
air war strategy and tactics. However, it has 
been a neglected venue for flight sims, a gap 
that Third Wire fills with Wings Over Vietnam, 
the developer's follow-up to Strike Fighter: 
Project 1. The new sim shares much with its 
predecessor in terms of graphics and overall 
game design, which is good news/bad news 
for flight sim aficionados. 

Wings Over Vietnam puts you in the 
cockpit of the American fighters and 
fighter/bombers of the conflict, including 
the F-105 Thunderchief, F-4 Phantom, A-4 
Skyhawk, A-6 Intruder, A-7 Corsair, F-8E 
Crusader, and even the old F-100 Super 
Sabre, flying in single missions or cam- 
paigns in the service of the U.S. Air Force, 
Marines, or Navy. You can't fly any of the 
North Vietnamese aircraft in single-player 
mode, though they are available in multi- 
player. The aircraft graphics are very nice, 
with a wide variety of camouflage and 
weathered paint schemes, and authentic 
squadron markings. The cockpits are 
merely okay, and the terrain and ground 
graphics are sparse, featureless, and rela- 
tively primitive for a modern sim. Sound is 
“good enough’ in terms of engines and 
weapons, but the radio chatter is useless 
due to a lack of specificity: i.e., you hear 
screams of "SAM launch!” but nothing that 
tells you whether it’s your wingman warn- 
ing you or someone miles away making 
the call. 

The mission briefings are too brief, wit 
few details. While you can see other sorties in 
the briefing map screen, there’s no indication 
of their missions or how the flights are coor- 


[top to bottom] Without the ability to padlock them, 
SAMs are an even greater threat than they were in real 
life; Aircraft paint schemes and markings are superb; 
An F-105 cockpit. 


dinated (e.g., one sortie is tasked with CAP, 
another with Wild Weasel, another with an- 
other ground target in the area, etc.) 
However, flying the actual missions is quite 
entertaining, with the aircraft approximating 
the strengths and weaknesses of their real- 
life counterparts. In other words, trying to 
engage in a turning fight in a Phantom 
against a MiG is a quick ticket to a parachute 
ride. Ground strikes are intense and danger- 
ous, with blankets of AA fire and swarms of 
SAMs. The SAMs are a problem beyond the 
realistic threat they provided for real-life pi- 
lots, for two reasons. First, you can have more 
SAMs fired at you in a single mission than 
most actual Vietnam pilots had to evade in 
months, but more problematic is that there is 
no way to simply padlock a SAM in order to 
use realistic evasion tactics, which is a serious 
omission considering the viewing limitations 
of a monitor vs. a cockpit. 

The Al is sometimes clever and challeng- 
ing, but often so dumb you wonder how 
they got off the tarmac. For example, some 
enemy pilots hand you your jockeys while 
others blithely fly in a straight line while 
you pepper them with gunfire. Your own pi- 
lots will often follow your orders effectively, 
while on other occasions turn a completely 
deaf ear. 

Even with its shortcomings, Wings over 


Vietnam provides some exciting moments. 
If you're a real flight sim fanatic, this is the 
only retail sim that allows you to get a taste 
of what it was like to fly the harrowing mis- 
sions of, say, a Thud pilot tasked with going 
"downtown" Hanoi, or an Intruder pilot fly- 
ing off of “Yankee Station” If you need a 
Vietnam War air combat fix, or just want a 
taste of some legendary aircraft that aren't 
available in other sims, the best advice is to 
give Wings Over Vietnam a try and keep 
your eyes out on the forums for the in- 
evitable patches and user mods. -Jeff Lackey 


Half-Life 2 

Vivendi Universal 
After the chart-topping success of World 
of WarCraft in November, round two of the 
"Clash of the Titans" goes to Half-Life 2. 
And EverQuest Il drops off the list, hmm.... 


World of WarCraft 
Vivendi Universal 


The Sims 2 
Electronic Arts 


RollerCoaster Tycoon 3 
Atari 


Zoo Tycoon 2 
Microsoft 


The Battle for Middle-Earth 
Electronic Arts 


The Sims 2: Special Edition 
Electronic Arts 


Rome: Total War 

Activision 

The Sims Deluxe 

Electronic Arts 

Call of Duty 

Activision 

DOOM3 

Activision 

The Battle for Middle-Earth DVD 
Electronic Arts 


Zoo Tycoon 
Microsoft 


Sid Meier's Pirates! 
Atari 


Call of Duty: United Offensive 
Activision 

Medal of Honor: Pacific Assault 
Electronic Arts 


Halo 
Microsoft 


World Poker Championship 
Valusoft 


Flight Simulator 2004 
Microsoft 


SpongeBob SquarePants 
THO 


Source: NPD Group/NPD Funworld. The December list is 
based on units sold by more than 70 channel partners, 
representing 9096 of the U.S. retail consumer market. 
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Nexus: The Jupiter Incident is a strategic space odyssey. BY TOM CHICK 


Fleet Tactical Space Thing 
Teen 1Ghz CPU; 128MB RAM 


tanley Kubrick introduced the shot 37 

years ago, in 2001: A Space Odyssey. The 

S.S. Discovery enters from the side of 
the screen, passing close by the camera and 
continuing slowly into the background. First 
comes the nose, and then it's going and 
going and going —the shot lasts over two 
minutes—all the way to the exhaust cones. 
It's a big spaceship, a long spaceship, a de- 
tailed, beautiful, majestic spaceship. 
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Mithis 


Vivendi Universal 


Movies like Star Wars and Alien would 
later add a powerful bass rumble, but oth- 
erwise, the shot remains the same. It's a 
borderline fetishistic introduction that says 
“Whoa, look how cool this spaceship is!” 
Nearly every mission in Nexus: The Jupiter 
Incident—a game about how cool space- 
ships are—begins with this shot. 

The pacing in Nexus is just as languid 
and adoring. It’s not like Homeworld, where 


SUPPORT 


ENGINES 
ЕСМ ‘CHEMICAL 
SENSOR SEC CHEMICAL 


you're so busy building new ships to re- 
place the exploding ones that you can 
never quite find the time to admire them. 
It’s closer to an untethered Starfleet 
Command, without that game's staid table- 
top sensibility. These are spectacular vis- 
ceral slugfests between dreadnoughts 
tough enough to absorb a hundred cam- 
era-shaking blows. 

Nexus is mostly about controlling a fleet 
of ships, giving them general orders, and 
letting the Al handle the particulars of fly- 
ing and shooting. The interface is easy, 
thorough, and informative. You can drill 
down for some hands-on management if 
you want to shoot-out specific weapons 
on an enemy ship, channel power to your 
engines to go faster, or scan targets to re- 
veal bits of the storyline. The developers at 
Mithis know you want to watch, but they 
also know better than to just plop you in 
front of a fireworks show. Nexus is as inter- 
active as you want it to be. 


Shoot the moon. 


The single-player game begins as a 
mystery, turns into an episode of Star Trek, 
and finally settles into the powerful alien 
foe motif. As the lead character points out 
for those of you in the cheap seats, “Earth 
has been enslaved by a fearful space-mon- 
ster" You and your evolving super-cool 
spaceship get to rescue it. Mithis doles out 
the plot points and keeps the pace 
snappy. The missions have enough clever 
scripting tricks to make up for a couple of 
annoying trial-and-error stealth missions. 

Between missions, there's some minor 
resource management, whereby you install 
weapons, shields, engines, and a handful of 
other toys for each of your ships. Some of 


"There's more to Nexus than just the visuals, 
but there's no denying that they're its biggest 


selling point." 


the harder missions will have to be played 
twice: once to fail and figure out what 
weapons you were supposed to bring, and 
a second time to bring them. 

As a multiplayer deathmatch game, 
there are some interesting options in 
terms of how you spend your points, but 
the victor tends to be the guy who buys 
the most biggest guns. There are a few 
multiplayer options that really flex Nexus' 
potential: A base capture scenario has 
players dodging through wormholes to 
capture outposts that spawn new ships, 
and cooperative missions against the Al. 
Since the game has been out in Europe 


since last November, you can already find 
missions and mods online, both for single- 
and multiplayer. 

There's more to Nexus than just the visu- 
als, but there's no denying that they're its 
biggest selling point. The ships drift and 
thrust, with no regard for up, down, left, or 
right. The battlefield is a jumble of tum- 
bling behemoths. The architecture of the 
different races’ ships is distinctive, if not a 
little derivative; there's not much you can 
do with a spaceship that hasn't been done 
before. You come to recognize the colors 
of different beams, missiles, and torpe- 
does. In fact, after a while, you can catch a 
flash out of the corner of your eye and 


wonder "Hey, who's using neutron torpe- 
does?" Dead ships tend to burn out and go 
dark, but when they explode, the 3D effect 
is tremendous and blinding. There have 
been some gorgeous space games, and 
Nexus is among the most beautiful, built to 
be appreciated while you play. Again re- 
calling Kubrick's 2001, it's as grand and 
stately as anything you could set to 
Strauss'"Blue Danube Waltz.’ № 


UPSIDE Grand strategy; visuals to die for; 
simple and thorough interface 
DOWNSIDE Sometimes better to watch 
than to play 


Battles 


in Normandy 


So bright, so strong 


ЖЖЖЖ Ж 


Genre Turn-based Wargame Developer Strategic 
Studies Group Publisher Matrix Games 

ESRB Everyone Requirements 450MHz CPU; 
128MB RAM 


ow do you improve the best computer 
ІШЕ ever made? Let history do the 

work. Battles in Normandy, SSG's follow- 
up to its groundbreaking Korsun Pocket, 
doesn't make any major changes to the sys- 
tem that was undoubtedly the best com- 
puter wargame of 2003. Instead, shifting 
the scene to history's greatest amphibious 
invasion ups the drama so much that it im- 
proves the whole package. Great lighting 
and set design can't save a mediocre play, 
but when the material itself is great, the 
presentation seems that much more spec- 
tacular. Which in the case of SSG's outstand- 
ing game system, it simply is. 

What makes this a great game, and not 
just a great history lesson, is that each side 
has plenty of chances to attack, counterat- 
tack, and defend. Just because the Allies 
are on the offensive doesn't mean that 
they will be driving tanks down every road 
on the way to Paris. The British and 
Canadians, especially, have to weather in- 
tense counterattacks from Rommel's panz- 
ers, which can turn the clear terrain 
around Caen into the killing ground it was 
historically. The drive on Cherbourg can 
also bog down, and excessive casualties 
will eat into the Allied victory point total, 
making it difficult to gain enough ground 
to win. On the German side, it's a case of 
never having quite enough units to ade- 
quately fill all the holes. Will a counterat- 
tack against exposed Allied units lead to a 
weakened front that can be exploited by 
your opponent? Is it a trap? 

Battles in Normandy can be a very unfor- 
giving game. Leave a panzer division in the 
open for just one turn and you can expect 
to notice its absence on the following turn, 
especially against the excellent Al. 
Sloppiness on defense can quickly lead to a 
shattered front where a leak suddenly turns 
into a torrent. 
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The excellent order of battle screens make it easy to 
keep track of units. 


For these reasons, this isn't a good game 
for novices, who may become frustrated at 
how soundly the Al beats them at first. 
However, players of any experience level 
who like the kind of numerical analysis that 
lies at the heart of traditional wargames will 
find challenge in this game for dozens, if 
not hundreds, of hours. If you master this 
system, you can play any traditional 
wargame available now, or maybe ever. 

Korsun Pocket's genius was not so much 
the game system itself as the interface that 
packaged that system. The sequel brings 
back this interface with some minor im- 
provements, but again, the attraction of the 
new game is not really anything SSG has 
done with the system itself, but simply how 
well the new situation fits into the system. 
Some wargame systems seem to simply be 
conversion projects, where an algorithm 
turns real-life battles into sterile unit-push- 
ing exercises. The actual game design that 
went into Battles in Normandy is evident as 
Soon as you start taking the first turn— 
every unit is important, and every decision 
is difficult. It’s a truly competitive game, in 
the best sense of that word. 

Sequels are almost always punished for 
not being as original as their predecessors, 
simply because the level of expectation is so 
much higher after a great game like Korsun 
Pocket. Why is this an exception? Because, 
despite a lack of major changes to the sys- 
tem, Battles in Normandy is just better. The D- 
Day scenario gives each player a huge num- 
ber of decisions that all influence each other, 
which makes the whole game into a delicate 
balancing act. Unlike the deeply flawed 
Across the Dnepr expansion for Korsun Pocket, 
this game is so even that it takes just a small 
mistake on either side to tip the balance. Of 
course, since each player will be making nu- 
merous small mistakes, a game between 
evenly matched players will turn into a dra- 
matic see-saw battle, with each side experi- 
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[top] Naval bombardment, new anti-aircraft rules, and artificial harbors are just some of the new rules included to 
simulate the Normandy invasion. [bottom] The game comes with multiple scenarios (like The Breakout, Falaise, 
Mortain) plus a complete version of The Ardennes Offensive. 


encing moments of exhilaration and despair. 
It's the best kind of tension. 

The only possible downside to the game 
is that if you want a physical copy, rather 
than the digital download offered by Matrix 
Games, you'll have to fork out $60, plus an- 
other $9 for shipping. Wargames priced at 


$70 weren't unusual in 1985, but 20 years 
later, they seem a bit overpriced. That is, 
until you consider the gameplay, and the 
relative value of that $70 after 20 years, and 
the inclusion of the bonus Ardennes 
Offensive game. In the end, it's really not a 
difficult decision at all. -Bruce Geryk 


Survivor Adventure Kheops 
Studios The Adventure Company 
Teen 800MHz CPU; 128MB RAM 


here else but an adventure game do 

you take flour, water, a bird's egg, 

maple syrup, and a lemon, put them 
in a kiln, and voila!, instant cake? Thank you, 
Kheops Studios, for making Return to 
Mysterious Island, an unofficial follow-up to 
Jules Verne’s literary classic 20,000 Leagues 
Under The Sea. This is one puzzling adven- 
ture that goes beyond Myst clones. 

You're Mina, or rather, the castaway Mina. 
Your plan was to circle the globe in a small 
sailing vessel, but chance would have it that 
a terrible storm washed you away and 
stranded you on a deserted isle... except for 
that windmill... and those monkeys... and 
the Granite House. Fans of the Verne novel 
will recognize many of the book's landmarks, 
including Captain Nemo'5 famed Nautilus. 


[above] A 360 degree camera allows you to view the is- 
land in all its mystery. [inset] No, you can't combine 
gunpowder + monkey. 


Starving and wasted from exposure, your 
tasks on the island first involve survival. 
Collecting items along the beach enables you 
to devise a plan for making fire, cooking food 
for Mina, and shooting monkeys. Yes, you 
shoot a bunch of monkeys. With a slingshot. 

The general strategy involves making use 
of the gathered items and jury-rigging 
them into magnificently useful objects, or 
delegating them to your monkey assistant. 
Most of the puzzles are sensible, and the 
game's encyclopedia system includes clues 
to assist you with some of the more chem- 
istry-heavy solutions. And though there are 
no bubblegum or mustache contrivances, 
only a few of the puzzles break character 
with really stupid solutions. 

Though you might spend hours tearing 
your hair out trying to figure out how to 
catch a snake, the game's story feels short. 
Still, Return to Mysterious Island is a refresh- 
ing move away from blue and red books, 
and doesn't require anal-retentive attention 
to detail (read: pixel hunting). Finally. 
-Tiffany Martin 


Sometimes you can say more with less. Here's a 
slightly shorter analysis of some recent games. 


"Less wow than WoW" 
fi 


V 


N 


“Massively scurvy AaarrrrrPG” 


Have some four-word reviews of your own? 
Send them to editor@cgonline.com 
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Grand WWII Strategy 
Paradox Studios Everyone 
800MHz CPU; 128MB RAM 


earts of Iron Il is yet another grand strat- 

egy game from Paradox, and yet an- 

other chance to rewrite history from the 
catbird's seat of national leader. It has all the 
meticulous research and attention to histori- 
cal detail expected of Paradox, and is cer- 
tainly a must-have for any fan of the genre. 

To be fair, the original Hearts of Iron had 
all this too. The familiarity of the subject 
matter made it Paradox's biggest seller, in 
spite of the cumbersome interface, peculiar 
production model, and abominable docu- 
mentation. It was a good game, but not 
user friendly. Fortunately, the worst parts of 
the original Hearts have been given a near 
total overhaul in the sequel. 

The underlying game is still the same. You 
still take command of a nation and gear it up 
for war. Hearts of Iron Il marks the return of 
the domestic policy sliders from Europa 
Universalis Il, allowing you to fine tune your 
country to make the most of the available 
bonuses. National production is still done 
through the allocation of “Industrial 
Capacity”—the number of factories and rele- 
vant resources. It’s much easier to find the in- 
formation you need and the sliders are a lot 
less finicky this time out. The entire industrial 
system is a lot simpler to grapple with. 

In fact, so many of the improvements are 
due to simplification. Upgrades of obsolete 
units and reinforcement of divisions are 
done through industrial capacity sliders 
now, so they are automated. All you need to 
control is the rate at which they happen by 
spending IC. This means no more clicking 
on buttons to get your units up to full 
strength, and a greater chance of fighting 
with depleted units. 

The research and tech tree has been 
completely redone. Now the technology is 
divided into a more rational and traditional 
format. Research is now done by national 
research teams that specialize in certain 
areas of expertise, so progress up the tech 
tree is limited by research slots available 
and the talent you have on deck. The 
United States can call on Henry Ford, the 
Germans on the Krupps. There are penalties 
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for researching too far ahead of the histori- 
cal curve; an understandable nod to history 
but it has the effect of making every great 
power field a nearly identical force. 

You spend most of your time fighting a 
war, so the barely improved diplomatic 
model isn't noticeable. The combat model, 
on the other hand, is superior. You now 
order ships and planes to carry out certain 
missions in a geographical area, and they 
will continue to do so until the mission con- 
ditions are met. This means that the player 


d. 


[from the top] Setting up the bomb; Cutting through Polan 


only has to pay full time attention to the 
land war. And it is in the land war that chinks 
begin showing in the Hearts of Iron armor. 
The combat model for land warfare is ac- 
tually a major improvement. Units can sup- 
port combat in neighboring provinces, and 
battles begin once the movement is de- 
cided, so it is much easier to keep a cohe- 
sive front together. In the Grand Campaign, 
the computer opponents have a tendency 
to fall asleep during prolonged play ses- 
sions, making supposedly formidable oppo- 


nents paper tigers. The Al sometimes stops 
building troops altogether, and if it does 
build units, they are often the wrong type. 
Great Britain and the US, for example, need 
transport ships to break into Fortress 
Europe. They often don't, or build them in 
too few numbers to be useful. This has the 
ancillary effect of making naval or air units 
much less important than they should be. 

To be fair, the sleeping Al is nothing new 
for Paradox—it has been present since the 
first Europa Universalis game back in 2000. In 
a game where there is a lot to do or a variety 
of strategies, you might not even notice. Plus, 
in a game that took place over hundreds of 
years, you would be reloading frequently, 
thereby kick starting the snoozing enemies. 

This game is entirely about fighting a 
war—if your enemies don't fight it well, you 
notice immediately. The Soviet Union be- 
comes the hollow structure that Hitler pre- 
dicted it would be, crossing the Rhine is as 
easy as crossing the street, and America is 
just one big, unprotected landing area. There 
just isn’t enough going on to distract you 
from the sitzkrieg on your screen. Changing 
the difficulty level has no effect on making 
your opponent a smarter recruiter, either. 

This is especially annoying because, oth- 
erwise, this is Paradox's most accessible and 
user friendly game ever. The manual, writ- 
ten by a beta tester, is a model that other 
strategy game developers should study. The 
smaller scenarios allow newcomers to the 
series to practice diplomacy, tactics, and 
production. They also present more pre- 
pared opponents than the Grand Campaign 
does. The tutorials are short, but easy 
enough to get users up to speed. All of this 
effort to make Hearts II the ultimate World 
War ll game is undermined by an obvious 
problem that the designers have known 
about for almost five years. 

Given these upgrades to the usually 
steep Paradox learning curve, it would be 
tempting to simply reward this unique de- 
velopment team a gold medal for finally 
recognizing the vast world of gamers that 
are interested in grand strategy but turned 
off by layers of menus and irrelevant detail. 
This landmark game is still very good, and, if 
you can find enough players to control the 
great powers, rewarding in multi-player. But 
until Paradox can find a way to craft a com- 
puter opponent that knows how important 
the invasion of Normandy was, the single 
player sessions will be merely satisfying. 
—Troy S. Goodfellow 
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WWII Again and Again 
Reality Monte Cristo 
1GHz CPU; 512MB RAM Teen 


Digital 


onsidering that it showed up six 

months after the 60th anniversary of 

D-Day featuring box art that is as 
generic as possible, the expectations for D- 
Day are pretty low. Built on the same en- 
gine that powered the underwhelming 
Desert Rats vs. Afrika Korps, it seems des- 
tined to be lost in the never-ending wave 
of real-time WWII strategy titles. But if you 
can get past some annoying bugs and the 
rather brisk single-player campaigns, it’s a 
surprisingly decent game. 

With three full campaigns that chronicle 
the infamous actions of June 6, 1944, it fo- 
cuses on a lot of different aspects of the 
Allied invasion of Normandy. You command 
waves of infantry as they hit the beaches, 
lead paratroopers as they drop in the pre- 
dawn hours, and even direct a few resist- 
ance fighters along the way. This ground 
has been pretty well covered by countless 
titles, so anyone looking for something 
new is bound to be out of luck. But there 
are more than 60 unit types to command, 


TG 
Just another day at the beach? 


impressively detailed 3D graphics and 
loads of re-playability thanks to multiple 
difficulty settings, additional multiplayer 
maps, and even a map editor. The interface 
is straightforward, and there are fewer 
command options than found in games like 
Sudden Strike or Close Combat. The develop- 
ers have kept it simple, yet the game never 
feels overly simplistic. 

There are, however, some niggling issues. 
There are some bugs that may require you 
to replay some missions as they don't al- 
ways recognize the completion of some ob- 
jectives. Likewise, the Al could have used a 
bit more balancing in some of the missions. 
On the easiest setting, you can blast away in 
firefights only to have enemy soldiers with 
their backs turned to you unaware of the 
combat yet on the harder settings, the 
enemy is über-human. The biggest annoy- 
ance, though, is that the single-player maps 
aren't available in multiplayer. On the plus 
side up to eight players can charge into 
WWII battles; while these maps are almost 
as bland as the box art, an easy to use map 
editor lets you create aspects of Normandy 
that the developers left out. 

D-Day is by no means the definitive tacti- 
cal WWII combat game, but it offers a fast- 
paced and solidly generalized overview of 
Overlord. -Peter Suciu 
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REVIEWS 


NHL Eastside 
Hockey Manager 


He shoots, he sims! 


Ж k k Ж 


Genre Sports Spreadsheet Developer Sports 
Interactive Publisher Sega ESRB Everyone 
Requirements 300MHz CPU; 128MB of RAM 


ince it's pretty clear that the 2004-2005 
S NHL season will be snuffed in a sea of 

senseless, suicidal posturing and greed 
by Gary Bettman and the players'union, 
hockey fans suffering from withdrawal basi- 
cally have three options: 1.) Become an NBA 
fan; 2.) Sell your dark, arcade-loving soul to 
NHL 2005; or 3.) Step into the managerial 
hotseat with Risto Remes' NHL Eastside 
Hockey Manager. If you like your sport-sims 
tightly designed and stats-packed, you're 
picking option three. 

The level of statistical detail in NHL 
Eastside Hockey Manager is, in a word, ridicu- 
lous. Each player, from NHL stars to interna- 
tional players and double-A prospects, is 
tracked numerically in 27 different mental, 
physical, and technical categories, ranging 
from how well he handles the puck, to his 
work ethic and his locker-room demeanor. 


[below] Okay, so it isn't SportsCenter. It's still effective. 
[right] Back off, Colorado: l'm tagging Jarome Iniglia as 
untouchable. 


Sometimes, these designations are a tad 
dicey—it's questionable that the Rangers’ 
me-first malcontent Eric Lindros is truly "en- 
joying playing for the team"—but by and 
large, the numbers give you more than 
enough info to construct a powerful set of 
lines. Once you're in the game (the actual in- 
game portrayals are colorful and mildly en- 
tertaining, but hardly the reason you're here 
in the first place), tactical management is 
key; between games, it's all about the fi- 
nances. All your personnel moves are be- 
holden to your shadowy board of directors, 
and they often run a tight ship. You're stuck 
with the budget they give you, so don't ex- 
pect to pull off any blockbuster trades. 

The game's interface is a tad convoluted, 
but once you decipher its quirks, it’s easy 
enough to navigate. Bottom line: Any sim 
that lets you helm every NHL team, plus 
teams and players from not one, but two 
Swedish International leagues, isn’t just 
comprehensive—it's sick. But in a good, 
good way. -Aaron R. Conklin 
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Space Interceptor 


Intercepting 400MBs on 
your hard drive 


* 


Genre Occupier of Space Developer City 
Interactive Publisher Merscom ESRB Teen 
Requirements 700MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


goes by the name Starmageddon 2, where 
it’s marketed as the sequel to a 
Homeworld-style strategy game called 
Starmageddon. So it's got that going for it. 
But since Starmageddon doesn't have any 
brand recognition in the rest of the world, 
the game is called Project Freedom once it 
leaves Poland, except in the US, where it 
goes by the aggressively bland moniker of 
Space Interceptor. This is presumably to con- 
fuse Americans with the choice between 
Project Freedom and Terrorist Takedown, an- 
other mindless shooter by the same devel- 
oper. After all, these two titles must sound 
synonymous to people in Wal-Marts across 
America, which is pretty much the only place 
this game has any chance of parting some 
unsuspecting shopper with his or her $20. 
It's hard to imagine what the market is 
for this glib, superficial exercise in draw- 
ing vaguely sci-fi-shaped stuff on the 
screen. This is what PC gamers used to 
think of when they made fun of console 
games: steer a cursor around and press a 
button when there's something under 
the cursor. There's no sense of “oomph” to 
the light or sound, which are small and 
withdrawn, usually drowned out by gra- 
tuitous lens flare and bad voice acting. 
One of the voice actors, bless her heart, 
had the presence of mind to correct the 
script by proclaiming "What a shot!" when 
the script clearly says "What a shoot!" as we 
can see by the subtitles and hear by the 


| nits home country of Poland, this game 


other actors just charging ahead and read- 
ing what they see, as if they don’t know 
whether they're doing work on an action 
game or a fashion shoot. You know a game 
is in trouble when little details like this are 


far more interesting than watching stuff po- 


litely blow up, or dutifully upgrading your 
ship between missions, or finding yourself 
dropped into yet another escort-the- 
freighter mission with ten bombers coming 
in at point oh six one three zero, whatever 
that means. -Tom Chick 


War! Boku Strategy Games 
Shrapnel Unrated 
350MHz CPU; 256MB RAM 


rederick Il ruled Prussia for 46 years in 

the 1700s. He fought, with mixed suc- 

cess, in two major European wars. His 
brilliant application of contemporary mili- 
tary theory and pursuit of a professional- 
caliber army made Prussia a power worthy 
of mention, and earned Frederick the sobri- 
quet of "Great" Dragoon is his story. 

It is more than a game with battles 
you've never heard of, in wars you've half 
forgotten, between countries that don't 
exist anymore. Dragoon is the first in Boku's 
second edition of its celebrated Horse and 
Musket series. As the title suggests, Dragoon 
plunges you into the world of musket war- 
fare in the 18th century. Five of Frederick's 
major battles are available and can be 
played in their entirety, or in separate mini- 
scenarios. The larger battles require quite a 


Some of the battles are very big. 
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bit of skill and situational awareness, but 
many of the smaller scenarios serve as great 
trainers for newcomers. 

The movement system depends on com- 
manders making their rolls and getting acti- 
vated. This means that you are taking a 
huge risk if you put too much on one av- 
enue of attack. If the commander on that 
wing fails to activate, you could run out of 
time to make your objectives. The system 
also lets units get disorganized merely 
through the act of moving or lose morale 
by getting too close to a strong enemy unit. 
This means that you can't undo an inadver- 
tent move, but it also means that you will 
learn to make do with an imperfect assault 
most of the time—a great message for all 
aspiring generals out there. 

Dragoon is full of tension as units seem 
to cower at the possibility of combat, or 
that general on whom all depends fails his 
activation for the first time. The computer 
opponents are better than usual, and will 
not advance from a strong defensive posi- 
tion for a cheap kill. The time limits also 
provide the necessary push to get on with 
things; it's only too easy to spend turn 
after turn getting your toy soldiers in a 
nice little line. 

As old-school as the battles are, the 
graphics are even more so. It doesn't look 
too bad zoomed out, but any closer look 
shows very grainy men. Even the large por- 
traits look goofily archaic. This does a lot to 
lessen the sense of realism, not that turn- 


based wargames are the acme of realism. 
No need to look too closely, though. 
Dragoon is another fine chapter in an already 
fine series. With more scenario packs on the 
way, both hardcore grognards and the idle 
curious should find something to hold them 
until the powder runs out.-Troy S. Goodfellow 


Matrix Games/Teen 
Gates of Troy is a stand-alone expansion for 
Spartan, bringing six new scenarios and no 
new concepts. You get to play some games 
set in the pre-history of Greece, including a 
Trojan War with all the hero-generals you 
know, but the Thermopylae scenario, with 
the tense feeling of a last stand, is the only 
one that shows much creativity. The Al 
seems much tamer and the game less chal- 
lenging. The bargain price is right if you are 
on the edge about buying the original, but 
there's not enough here to make Gates of 
Troy any more than an average scenario 
pack. -Troy S. Goodfellow 
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HARDWARE 


technicalities 


by Kevin Rice 


The Need for Synthetics 


While some have thrown out synthetic tests as flawed 
and unrealistic, their comparison value is priceless 


taken the stand that synthetic testing is flawed. The in- 

dustry standard 3D testing suite, 3DMark, has been 
dragged through the mud like a backhoe on particularly 
wet farmland. There have been questions about drivers that 
recognize the 3DMark program, and alter their performance 
for a false score. There have been questions directed at 
Futuremark, the makers of 3DMark, playing favorites with ei- 
ther of the two major videocard manufacturers. While the 
driver issues have turned out to be real a few times, nothing 


0 ver the past few months, some videocard testers have 


concrete has come of the “playing favorites” accusations. 

And this is good news. While this column is not praising 
Futuremark, the developer has done a very good job of test- 
ing and verifying various drivers, and all the qualified drivers 
are easily found on their website. Scores from your machine 
with your settings can easily be compared with thousands 
of others, and there are even some recommendations if 
your scores seem too low. 

However, in the hardware community, some have pushed 
3DMark aside, instead preferring to test the latest video- 
cards with the latest games. While these often provide use- 
ful numbers (| also use them when benchmarking), too 
many variables can alter the outcome. 

And it's that outcome that often determines your pur- 
chasing decision. Sure, many reviewers go into very techni- 
cal detail about each videocard, but in my time as a re- 
viewer, | know that many people simply look at the numbers 
in the graph without actually reading the article. 

Almost all reviewers have a lot of extra benchmarking 
programs and applications installed on their machine, and 
some will inadvertently affect the performance of a game. 
For example, one test with slightly older Audigy drivers on 
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Call of Duty performed radically different after the sound- 
card drivers were updated. 

Additionally, some games have no built-in benchmarks. 
For example, FarCry benchmarking requires the tester to 
record a demo, and then run tests based off of that. My 
demo is different than everyone else’s demo. What if my 
videocard handles alpha-blending better than another? 
What if my demo contained a lot of alpha-blending, where 
another tester's demo contained none? There's simply no 
way to qualify these numbers, except on the machine where 
the tests were performed. This leads to disparity in results, 
which leads to inaccuracies in reporting. And my name is 
not Jayson Blair. 

And then there's the issue of what “maximum settings" 
constitute. While some games have simple “Low, Medium, 
High" settings that adjust everything accordingly, others 
have a myriad of options to be tweaked. Some have internal 
anti-aliasing and anisotropic filtering options in the game, so 
the question becomes: Do you use those, or do you use the 
features of the videocard driver? Which is "right?" What if my 
driver forces vertical sync to be off, but the game forces it to 
be on, like single-player Doom 3? How does that affect the 
score? How about games that stream information from your 
optical drive? What if your optical drive is older and is wired 
in as a slave? Won't that extra computation time affect the 


и 


...in my time as a reviewer, | 
know that many people simply 
look at the numbers in the 
graph without actually 
reading the article.’ 


final FPS? How can that number be considered legitimate? 

With the synthetic test, a few things are guaranteed. First, 
everyone is running exactly the same software and, presum- 
ing that they are responsible, using approved drivers. 
Second, the software handles all of the effects. There's no 
question whether or not the driver or the program is han- 
dling the filters, the number of passes, and so on. Finally, the 
score that is produced is comparable to a huge database, so 
if your numbers are not in line, you can figure out what is dif- 
ferent with your setup, potentially identifying a bottleneck. 

While synthetic benchmarks like 3DMark aren't perfect, 
they're still the only non-partisan tool we have that can 
provide a true representation of performance. We all know 
that DOOM 3 runs better on an NVIDIA card, while Half-Life 
2 gets a boost from ATI. We'll still continue to provide game 
benchmarks as well, but until a different solution is proven 
better, the synthetic, when used correctly, is the truest 
gauge we have. 

Agree? Disagree? Lonely? Send your comments to 
editor@cgonline.com. 


rias Yager Corsair/$59.99 ж ж > 
While USB pen drives have been around 
for a bit, they've only started to become fi- 
nancially sensible alternatives to other 
portable media solutions. Corsair's Flash 
Voyager is available in sizes ranging from 
512MB to 2GB, and it’s quite the piece of 
work. It’s not plastic or metal; rather, it has 
a rubberized exterior that can handle 
drops and bumps without fear of breaking 
it. The included lanyard, which lets you 
wear it like a necklace, makes it even more 
portable. And it includes a utility that al- 
lows you to partition and hide portions of 
the drive for your secret files, which might 
interest people who want to steal trade se- 
crets from work. Much like the mouse 
wheel, a USB pen drive is something you 
don't know you want or need until it’s not 
there anymore. Corsair's solution is per- 
haps the best one available. -Кеуіп Rice 


ел lal Razer/$34.99 x * 
Mouse pads are practically giveaways at this 
point, and they’re all about the same, right? 
Well, not exactly. Razer's eXactMat, when 
coupled with the eXactRest, is worth con- 
sidering, especially for FPS gamers. The 
oversized mouse pad has two surfaces, one 
coarse for those who play with a high-sensi- 
tivity mouse setting, and one almost mirror- 
smooth side for those with a lower sensitiv- 
ity preference. The рай large size 
accommodates rapid movements with ease, 
and there's no fear of accidentally running 
off the side of your pad in the heat of battle. 
The gel-filled rest provides a comfortable 
place for your wrist, even with extended 
use. The bottom of the pad has an excellent 
backing surface that prevents it from shift- 
ing around during the firefights. It's a little 
pricey, but the durability and comfort will 
eventually pay for themselves. -Кеуіп Rice 


Computer Games 


EDITOR'S CHOICE 


Have you ever wanted to take an expensive, high-tech Boblbee backpack and use it 
as your computer case? Too late. Paul Capello (thebestcasescenario.com) has al- 
ready done it, along with several other... unique case mods. Have an interesting case 


mod of your own? Subm 


it to editor@cgonline.com. 


| | f you're looking to build your own machine, | 


| orare in the market for a new one, you're 


| faced with an overwhelming number of 
choices. This monthly guide gives you some 
basic starting information on the most critical 
components of any gaming system: processor 
and video. 


Both AMD and Intel offer tons of options, but 
it's usually the higher-end chips that give you 
the performance you want. Intel's upcoming 
64-bit chips will finally compete properly with 
AMD's Athlon 64 line, but at a higher price (as- 
suming they follow Intel's normal history). 


Budget | 
Athlon 64 3400+/3.0GHz Pentium 4 | 
Make sure to get the 800MHz FSB version of 

the Pentium, or the 939-pin Athlon (for upgrad- 
ing purposes). At this price, both are tough to 
beat, price/performance wise. $170-$190 


| Sweet Spot 


Athlon 64 3500+/3.4GHz Pentium 4 


| Again, go with either the 939-pin version of 
| the Athlon or the 800MHz FSB on the Pentium. 
| Note that the "Extreme" version of the Pentium 


| boys will go silky smooth through even the 


tailer has a payment plan. $800-$1000 | 


is about 30096 more costly. $250 


Ultimate 
Athlon FX-55/3.46GHz Pentium 4 EE 
Sure, they're expensive as hell, but these bad 


most demanding applications. See if your re- | 


It's been a while since either ATI or NVIDIA has 
introduced a significant new videocard—they 
probably agreed to skip a cycle so their engi- 
neers could get some sleep. Both offer ex- 
tremely high-performance cards at a premium, 
but also offer more wallet-friendly alternatives. 
Again, remember that if you go with PCI 
Express, you may need to upgrade your moth- 
erboard at the same time. And, always go with 
the 256MB card. 


Budget 

ATI Radeon 9800/GeForce 6600 

Note that the Radeon is not the “Pro” or “XT” 
flavor. It's still a great value for the money. 
NVIDIA's 6600 (not the "GT") is also an excellent 
choice for the gamer on a budget. $125 


Sweet Spot | 
ATI Radeon Х800 Pro/GeForce 6800GE | 
Sure, they're pricier, but the performance really 
kicks in with these cards. While they won't per- 
form as well as the uber-cards, they will pro- 


| vide plenty of bang for the buck at around half 
| the cost. $320 


| Ultimate 


the bill from your spouse. $475-$550 


ATI Radeon X850 XT/GeForce 6800 Ultra 
For the power user that needs to have top-of- 
the-line everything, these cards are it. These | 
are the cards to have in order to experience | 
games in all their high-resolution glory. Hide 
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The Sweet S 


How much memory do you really need? By KEVIN RICE 


ack in 1981, Bill Gates is credited with 
B saying, “640KB ought to be enough for 

anybody,’ While everyone has probably 
made a bad judgment call once or twice, Mr. 
Gates’ remark has proven quite, um, wrong. 
There's even a rumor out that Longhorn, the 


next version of Windows, could require as 
much as 2GB of RAM just to run. 

But as it stands now, how much RAM is 
enough? Will adding more make a notice- 
able difference in your performance? There's 
one way to find out. 

Before continuing, let's briefly talk about 
the kind of RAM we're using. There are a lot 
of choices out there, but for performance, 
you want to go with the best. For these 
tests we used Corsair's XMS series and 
Kingston's HyperX RAM. Both are rated at 
400MHz, and don't forget that you want 
matched pairs of memory. Using one stick 
of Corsair and one stick of Kingston at the 
same time can result in slower performance, 
and in some motherboards you can run into 
issues where they won't work at all. 

It's also important to note that many 


Amount 


Corsair Memory 400MHz XMS 512MB 
Corsair Memory 400MHz XMS 1GB 
Corsair Memory 400MHz XMS 2GB 
Kingston 400MHz HyperX 512MB 
Kingston 400MHz HyperX 1GB 
Kingston 400MHz HyperX 2GB 


pot 


brands have “value” lines that are much less 
expensive than the top-of-the-line RAM. 
Unless you're on an incredibly tight budget, 
it's best to avoid this, as the performance 
difference can be significant. 

But a stick of RAM is a stick of RAM, right? 


“640KB ought to be enough 
for anybody.’-Bill Gates, 1981 


Not exactly. The difference is in the latency 
timers. Measured in nanoseconds, RAMS la- 
tency is the amount of time it 

takes for the CPU to re- 
quest something from 
the RAM and the sub- 
sequent reaction time. 
Usually, RAM speeds 

are provided with four 
digits, like 2-2-2-5. The 
first digit is the most im- 
portant one, as it's your 
CAS (Column Address 
Signal, also called CL, 
short for CAS Latency). * 
This is the amount of Š 
time it takes your 


-* 


Boot Time Compress 


39s 4:56m 
38s 3:54т 
385 3:51т 
395 4:49m 
36s 3:53т 
365 3:47т 


RAM to react to а request. The second num- 
ber is the RAS timing (Row Address Signal). 
Think of it as your RAM determining the col- 
umn and row оп а spreadsheet. The third 
number is the RAS precharge, which is basi- 
cally how long the RAM requires power to 
read the memory address. The last number, 
always the highest, is the overall precharge 
delay time. Remember, this is all in nanosec- 
onds (a billionth of a second), so these tim- 


ings are not perceivable. However, for faster 
speeds, lower numbers will increase your 
performance. 

The other main consideration is matching 
your RAMS speed with that of your front 
side bus (FSB). This is the speed of commu- 
nication between your RAM and your CPU 
(and a few other things). Your computer will 
always run at the slowest speed of whatever 
RAM you have. For example, if you have a 
400МН2 FSB but are running 266MHz RAM, 
then the entire FSB will run at 266MHz, slow- 
ing everything down. Make sure that all of 
your RAM is running at the same speed, and 
make sure it’s as fast as your FSB can go. 

If you have one stick of 400MHz RAM and 
one at 333MHz, both will run at the slower 
speed, eliminating the advantages of hav- 
ing faster RAM. If you're not sure how to de- 
termine your FSB speed, download Sandra 
(sisoftware.co.uk) or CPU-z (cpuid.com); 


both utilities will give all the details. 

For the tests here, we timed a startup and 
compression with 512MB, 1GB, and 2GB of 
RAM. Startup speeds were unaffected by 
extra RAM. The compression tests, using 
WinRAR to compress a 300MB file, gener- 
ated interesting results. Things were slower 
with 512MB, as expected, but the leap from 
1GB to 2GB was marginal, at best. Few 
games take advantage of that much RAM; 
while 512MB to 1GB gives a noticeable im- 
provement, particularly in load times, video- 
cards have more of an impact when you get 
to 1GB vs. 2GB. 

For the time being, 1GB of RAM makes 
the most sense in the price/performance 
category. 512MB of RAM is functional, to be 
sure, but adding another 512MB makes a 
huge difference. Going all the way up to 
2GB of RAM improves things a bit more, but 
not enough to justify the cost. М 


ме CPU-Z 


Frequency 
CASH Latency 
RAS to CASH 
RASH Precharge | 
TRast 


589371254 
CPU-Z 


This is an example of what can happen when you 
use mismatched RAM. Though this machine has 
four 256MB DDR400 modules, they’re not the same; 
two are being detected as DDR333. 


QUESTIONS & ANSWERS 


You have answers, we have questions. Or vice versa. If 
you need an immediate response, you can pop into our 
forum at cgonline.com and ask away; operators are 
standing by 24-7 to take, and occasionally answer, your 
questions. Continue sending missives and/or photos of 
hot and sweaty videocards to qa@cgonline.com. 


Earlier today | was playing Counter-Strike Source and in 
۵: the middle of the game, | noticed a bunch of green lines 
m going vertically down the screen. They're grouped into 

groups of about 10 or 15 lines, and there are multiple groups 
on the screen. At first, it was only doing this when | opened 
up games, but now it's doing it on the desktop as well. 
When | opened up Mozilla to check my email, new lines 
appeared, this time horizontally and they were spread 
out over the entire screen instead of in groups. Also, 
in Need for Speed Underground 2 there were some 
strange artifacts on the screen, not entirely un- 
like the ones displayed on the screenshot of 
Vampire the Masquerade: Bloodlines on page 46 
of the February issue. 

I'm lost as to what it could be, so any help 
would be appreciated. -Nick Dixon 


It’s likely that this is a heat issue 

A m related to the videocard. 
m When а card over- Я 

heats, either from overclock- 

ing, excessive dust in the sys- 


tem, poor airflow, a broken 
fan, or any combination 


thereof, you start getting strange visual artifacts. It might start as 
speckles, and then move to complete corruption, where polygons 
look like they're tearing across the screen. It's sorta... cool, actually, 
though not really recommended. 

It's also possible that the videocard is failing, or that the AGP port 
is wonky, but I'd start with removing the videocard, giving it a good 
cleaning with compressed air (particularly in the fan), re-seating it, 
and then making sure the fan works. You might also want to run 
the system with the case open, then stress test the videocard. Run 
3D Mark with all graphics options enabled, overnight even, and see 
if you can get it to freak out. 


| see everyone talking about this all the time, 
۵: so | have to ask: How do you over clock an 
m ATI graphics card? 
—05саг Baronh 


The ATI drivers do some minor overclocking with 
A ш its “Overdrive” feature, but one rule of thumb 
m we've always used around here is that if you 
have to ask about overclocking, you probably 
shouldn't do it. You run the risk of perma- 
nently damaging your hard- 
ware, and it will make your sys- 
tem run hotter, with a chance of 
less stability. 
Having said that, this is one of. 
many programs that will let you 
(safely) overclock an ATI card: ATI Tool, 
which is available at 
techpowerup.com/atitool. Don't forget to 
practice safe overclocking. 
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ONLINE 


road to nowhere 


by Cindy Yans 


[Whatever] Online 


There can be only hundreds 


amount when | was very young... er, fine, | still do, 

okay? Anyway, despite the obvious fascination of that 
activity, there's still nothing like the whole-body experience 
you find т ап MMO. My very first one (at least the one | re- 
member more vividly than Multiplayer Candyland, Chutes 
and Ladders: Playground of Darkness, and Pabulum’s Call, all 
of which constitute a mushy blur in my mind) was Parochial 
School Online. 

| played on the Our Lady of Perpetual Motion server, and 

was a member of the Baltimore Catechism guild. Every day 
мей zone into an instanced classroom appropriately tai- 


‚ Ithough | used to play with my fingers and toes a fair 


lored to our current standing, collect knowledge scrolls, and 
fight terrifying monsters in the hope that someday we'd ad- 
vance high enough to reach the level cap. And the MOBs 
were downright horrific—huge menacing creatures in black 
and white. 

You say, “Hail Sister Mary Penguinata!” 

Sister Mary Penguinata regards you threateningly. 

You say, "The Pope ate my [homework] 

You say, “My [homework] has been destroyed by the 

Pope.” 

You say, “What [homework]?” 

Sister Mary Penguinata swings at YOU with her yardstick! 

You parry. 

Sister Mary Penguinata thwaps YOU for 1200 points of 

damage! 

You have been killed by Sister Mary Penguinata! 

And to add insult to injury, we'd have to wait until recess 
to collect our corpses. Every Thursday we'd meet after hymn 
practice and hide out in the lunchroom to gank the littler 
kids and steal their milk money. | felt no guilt whatsoever 
about this, because | was saving every copper | could get 
my hands on so that I'd be able to afford my epic plaid uni- 
form—the one with the little bow tie and the mono- 
grammed beret. No guilt. None. Okay, there was guilt, but 
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"Every Thursday we'd meet 
after hymn practice and 
hide out in the lunchroom 
to gank the littler kids and 
steal their milk money.’ 


my best friend Nutella Gonzales was a Hall Monitor, whose 
definitive class skill was the ability to port party members 
directly to the Confessional. A few magic words, and your 
soul was clean. Thanks, Nut! The sad part about this is that 
I'm not making any of it up. And if you don't believe that, 
well, you'd be right. Parochial School Online is not real. But it 
could be. 
| guess the point is that we started this MMO section be- 
cause during the years after the MUD grew up, there began 
a proliferation of these massively multiplayer gameworlds, 
and they've taken on lives of their own. Societies have been 
built and destroyed, economies have merged real-world 
currency with in-game ones (much as most of the powers 
that be despise this reality), and attorneys are figuring out 
elaborate ways to legislate virtual property disputes. 
Friendships have been forged, marriages formed, divorce 
proceedings started, minorities poked fun at, large mouthed 
bass caught. Addiction analogies made, it's been a truly wild 
ride, and it's only getting wilder. 
The “big kids,’ Sony, Electronic Arts, NCSoft, Vivendi, et al., 
are pouring massively multimillions 
upon millions of dollars into their 
MMOs, the result being amazingly 
elaborate virtual worlds that, 
whether they hit or miss, require 
enormous amounts of support to 
keep up and running. Multiply the 
number of games in their stables 
by a few dozen, though, and you 
come up with, at last count, over 200 
MMOs out there in various stages of development, in re- 
lease, in alpha or beta—and some probably in a state of 
perma-death—that don't even come close to the sophistica- 
tion of the massively funded. So, in addition to keeping you 
informed about what's up with the likes of EverQuest, World 
of Warcraft, City of Heroes, Anarchy Online, and the rest of 
that crowd, | think it'll be fascinating to look at a number of 
the smaller guys, and delve into their gameworlds, if only to 
ask, "What were they thinking?" 
For example, there's MAD, by indie developer Small 
Rockets, introduced as a game where "Space stations ring 
the earth. Nuclear arsenals are being amassed. Diplomacy 
has failed" Or there's Xiah, which bills itself thusly: “Xiah is 
designed to give users the hitting feeling of games, even 
from the initial planning stage. The game offers speedy 
game processes to maximize user's concentration on the 
game" At this writing, it is planning its first player event, and 
offers this announcement: “We are very happy to let our 
lovely users know our first event ‘The higher, the happierj+ 
and j?Pleasant experience with Beadj+.” 
See, this sort of stuff is fascinating, right? Not as fascinating 
as fingers and toes, certainly, but fascinating nonetheless. 
Have any stories you'd like to share about your own MMO 
experiences? TP them over to cyans@cgonline.com 


Superhero Cloning 
Cryptic Studios has officially responded to 
Marvel Comics’ lawsuit over Cryptic's super- 
hero MMO, City of Heroes. While Marvel al- 
leges that Cryptic's character generation 
utility allows players to create characters 
and names that violate the copyrights of 
Marvel's own characters, Cryptic alleges 
that such a violation has no validity in this 
case. There is no word on when or if this 
case will come to trial. 

In other City of Heroes news, comic book 
publisher Top Cow will begin to produce 
the game's official comic book in spring or 
summer of 2005. It is replacing Blue King 
Comics, founded by former Cryptic Studios 
designer, Rick Dakan. 


A New Piece of Tale 

A Tale in the Desert Il, the ММО most notable 
for its non-violent content, launched last fall 
to its predecessor's small but dedicated user 
base. The game's Pharaoh and creator 
Andrew Tepper demonstrated a feature that 
he believes was "understated" during the 
initial push. Players can make suggestions 
to alter the gameworld, as they always 
could, but now, the suggestions that are 
adopted can be programmed right into the 
game on the fly—a pretty seamless way to 
dynamically add new content. Want an in- 
stantly operational lawn mower or mud 
cart? Poof! No problem. 

Tepper's company eGenesis also an- 
nounced plans to develop an MMO based 
on The Tales of Alvin Maker, a series of nov- 
els by notable author Orson Scott Card. The 
developer plans to work closely with Card 
on the game, which takes place in an alter- 
nate 19th century America where magic re- 
ally works. While the design is still in its 


City of Heroes 


early stages, the basic concept is that you'll 
be able to choose among four magical or 
one technology track, and explore a world 
where Alvin Maker himself and other char- 
acters from the novels will appear as NPCs. 
On his official web site Hatrack.com, Card 
said that the game will closely follow the 
main storyline of the novels but he will also 
come up with ideas for events that would 
never show up in the books. No release 
date has been announced. 


OK, Guys, This is a Rap 

New developer 404 Gaming, best known for 
its Beer-a-mid (a towering tetrahedron built 
from old beer cans) announced plans to cre- 
ate an MMO with an urban and hip-hop 
theme. Thus far unnamed, the game's hook is 
that it'll have real rap artists—even dead 
ones—as NPCs. So far, appearing in the 
game are "Jam Master Jay" and "Notorious 
B.I.G.” two rap artist murder victims. 404 
Gaming spokesperson Adam Ghetti said the 
company went to the family and estates of 
the deceased artists and received permission 


Final Fantasy ХІ: 


Can't tell your PvEs from your PvPs? 
We'll help. This month: The LO- 
down on L words 


Log To disconnect (purposely) from 
the game. "Oh man, wife aggro. | 
gotta log." 


LOL Lots of Laughs or Laughing Out 
Loud. This abbreviation indicates 
something is really funny. 
Unfortunately although very com- 
mon, this term became uncool a long, 
long, long time ago. Other alterna- 
tives that you can use instead are 
“hehehehe” or “hahahaha” which 
aren't the best, but are way more hip. 
In order to remain cool, ROFL should 
also be avoided, as should LMAO, or 
worse, ROFLMAO. 


LOM tow on Mana. “Argh! Healer 


LOS Line of Sight. “WTF? | can't buff 
you when you're not in LOS” 


LOOT v. To take the treasure from а 
monster that has been killed or from a 
chest; n. The treasure found in said 

chest or dead monster. 


Chains of Promathia 


Ever get asked for a teleport when your HP is in an- 
other town, and you don’t want to go all the way 


back there just for 500G? Well, here is a trick to tele- 
porting without warping yourself. 
Stand close to a zone, and cast teleport. After 
you cast it, immediately hit the zone. This will 
cancel your own teleport, but not the other 
person's. Now you can teleport your friends 
without a lot of hassle. 
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to use their likenesses in the game. There is 
no word on when it will be released but 404 
Gaming promises further details in May. 


Irth and Beyond 


Yet another fantasy MMO is ramping up to a 
beta stage, once again helping to make the 
ratio of MMO players to MMOs nearly 1:1. 
Exaggeration? Perhaps, but the proliferation 
of these gameworlds has not dampened the 
enthusiasm of Magic Hat Software, the mem- 
bers of which have been working on online 
games together since 1864. (Okay, 1996.) 

Irth Online is a virtual world that offers a 
free form, fantasy-based storyline that begins 
with a period when a fragile truce exists 
among the far flung civilizations of the 
snowy Arcadians in the north, the southeast- 


Irth Online 


TRUE CONFESSIO NS 0 
A SERIAL BETA TESTER 


ern swamps and marshes of Morbus, and the 
southwestern tropical region of Mezoteks . 
What is unique about this title? It's very 
tough to say at this point. Its visuals have a 
particular sense of style, but its open ended 
skill system and skill-over-time features seem 
a bit cookie cutter at the moment. The game 
is scheduled for the second half of 2005. 


Perpetual Motion-Star Trek Online 

It had to happen. Last fall it was announced 
that Perpetual Entertainment was planning 
a Star Trek MMO, and finally the developer 
has solidly targeted next year for the game's 
beta launch. Perpetual co-founders Joe 
Keene and Chris McKibbin are no strangers 
to the interactive entertainment industry, 
having emerged unscathed from the halls 
of Electronic Arts after many years of experi- 
ence, much of it connected with ЕА5 vari- 
ous online properties. 

Needless to say, Star Trek Online places 
you in the life and times of the Federation, 
an intergalactic organization of great famil- 
iarity to Trekkies everywhere. While you will 
spend a fair amount of time aboard space- 
craft exploring the galaxy, there'll be a sub- 
stantial amount of terra-based gameplay. 


A skill-based as well as a level-based sys- 
tem will offer a variety of character develop- 
ment options from Starfleet officers to rene- 
gade pirates. At launch, they plan on 
allowing players to be Human, Vulcan, or 
Klingon. These races were chosen for their 
relationship with Starfleet, the fact that 
their racial differences are significant (and 
therefore give real reasons to select one 
over another), and their popularity with Star 
Trek fans, with plans to offer more playable 
races in expansions. 

This title will not even approach beta 
until 2006, and will launch late that year or 
in 2007. And you must wear fake Vulcan 
ears to play. 


N S OF He plays, he writes, he plays some more: 


The continuing story of Craig: 2054 AD. 
AS TRANSLATED МА SOME WEIRD TIME/SPACE CONTINUUM THING 
BY KELLY WAND 


Pathological behavior is a given in the nutty world of computer gaming, and the whole massively-multiplayer online phe- 
nomenon has only made it worse. Although heavily medicated, serial beta tester Craig X managed to crawl to the surface of 
his consciousness, more or less, to share some thoughts about his life in testing, and perhaps offer some insight about how 


he turned into the mess he is today. 


2/1/54 


| Roberta left me again. This time | didn’t notice for three days, since relations between me and her namesake 
avatar in the game I'm beta testing, a seriously troubled MMO called 2004, have been going so well, it kind of 
sidetracked me. Fake-but-better-Al-Roberta even gave my character a colander she'd bought off some door- 
to-door NPC; the symbolism made me tear up almost as much as the unexpected generosity. Al-Roberta’s 
been warning me for weeks that the real one was getting fed up; | reported it as a bug (and it is; why wasn't 

| she more strident, for опе?). In many respects, and even though she crashes my system whenever I /talk or 

| : /listen to her, Al-Roberta understands me so much better than real-life Whatsherface ever did. Why are — 

| = human beings so buggy, unreliable, and unstable; why do their moods deteriorate so fast? Is it just bad code 
or is the entire OS to blame? Sometimes, | put such questions to my therapist, but consulting his avatar just - 
| i makes my system hang even worse, forcing me to hard-boot. Pretty Freudian, huh? ... to be continued? 
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?f'only see like 20. 


Scenes From a Raid: Sure, it's pointless, but raiding Horde or Alliance cities in World of 
WarCraft can be gloriously chaotic, even on PvE servers. And in this particular shot, 
"Conquest" is so about to die.... 


All about Eve—the 
Exodus continues 


One thing that has been pretty unani- 

mously agreed upon about Eve Online, 

Icelandic developer CCP's extremely 

detailed space sim, is that, graphically, 

it's drop dead gorgeous. Since its 

launch, though, an overwhelming 

number of poorly documented systems 

made the game feel pretty inaccessible to a lot of people. So, with Eve Online: Exodus, 
the developer has taken great pains to make the game much more approachable. 
Although it launched last fall, CCP visited our offices to talk about the new content. 

The game still feels like and MMO version of Privateer, and still has an over- 
whelming number of planetary, social, and economic systems, but its new online 
documentation, better interface, and a more compelling newbie experience seem 
to make it worth a second look. The ability to accommodate over 12,300 simultane- 
ous users is really a first for the genre, and allows for guilds of immense size—ex- 
cept they call them corporations—which now have the capacity to build player 
owned space stations. 

Another new feature is the ability to check out the trade market during a mission 
without having to run to town—er, dock, rather—kind of like having Dow Jones on 
your laptop. And the new "dead space complexes" are instanced missions that increase 
in difficulty, and which may be more friendly to the solo player (although Corporations 
are pretty much necessary to succeed). You also have the ability to train offline, so your 
character will be gaining skills while you're sleeping, dancing, or haying. 

The world is absolutely huge, and with 5,000 solar systems, 5,000 stations, 14,000 
stargates, 43,000 planets, and 230,000 moons in 40 different regions, it should keep 
you busy for more than a week or two—that is if it grabs you, and now that's much 
more likely than ever. 


EQ Il gets legs—Everquest II's new sen- 
ior producer Scott Hartsman discussed 
the game's current and future plans 
for expansion. Hartsman stated that 
since the game's launch in November 
the team has already added a large 
number of new quests and hundreds 
of NPCs and plans to release 
“Adventure Packs,” which will add new 
locations and quests. While some of 
the new content will be 
free for subscribers, 
other parts will 
require a sepa- 
rate fee to ac- 
cess. Ryzom 
takes to the 
road—The Saga 
of Ryzom devel- 
oper Nevrax plans to 
license its game graphics 
and middleware technology to third 
parties. The company will offer two 
commercial licenses for its Nevrax 
Library of middleware software—both 
royalty free. For more info, you can go 
to nevrax.org Sony brings rivals to 
store shelves—Sony Online's new d 
sion Station Publishing has agreed to 
distribute games from 
third party develop- 
including 
Turbine games. 
Under the agree- 
ment, Station 
Publishing will 
bring EverQuest ri- 
vals Asheron's Call 
and Asheron's Call 2 to re- 
tail. Both re-releases will contain new 
game content from Turbine and are 
scheduled to ship to stores this spring. 
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Jump To Lightspeed 


un pace тау: 


adds some zing to Star Wars Galaxies, but it’s still not enough. By KELLY WAND 


* ж 1 


Genre Spaceship Expansion For The Star Wars MMO 
Developer Lucasarts Publisher Sony ESRB Teen 
Requirements 933MHz CPU; 512MB RAM 


Christmas, while its parent game lies 

broken and issues-laden on the tarmac, 
Jump To Lightspeed adds some much needed 
zing to Sony/Lucasarts’ strangely joyless, but 
apparently prospering Star Wars Galaxies. 
Now entering its second year of being 
hemmed in by a veritable asteroid field of 
Midichlorian-scented rivals, the expansion 
delivers just what it promises: spaceships. 

And they look fantastic in space—which 


С crambled onto the shelves in time for 
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is exclusively where you see them—set 
against vividly lush backdrops of nebulae, 
slowly revolving orbital stations, and sparkly 
explosions of lovably familiar debris. The 
richly detailed ship textures shimmer with 
care, and the Al guiding the enemy 
starfighters is surprisingly cunning for the 
genre, or at least feels so from the pilot's 
chair of the dilapidated piles of junk you're 
stuck in till you rack up hundreds of kills. 
The ships don't handle quite as well as they 
look, though; forget about executing fully 
articulated Tallon rolls, not even notoriously 
lithe speed-demons like the A-wing torque 
with quite the aplomb you'd wish. The old- 
school arcade-style twitchiness of the space 


battles admittedly offers a pleasant respite 
from the stultifying ground grind it's awk- 
wardly wedded to, that punishing soulless 
infuriatingly steep Star Wars-flavored mill 
that leaves defectors so bitter afterwards. 
Unless you count Luke's stint on 
Dagobah, grinding just doesn't belong in 
the Star Wars universe. There is little of 
Yoda's Zen philosophy in becoming a Jedi 
the Galaxies way, it's all about brute stamina 
and foreknowledge of still unaddressed ex- 
ploits. Galaxies has taken heat for being 
concentrating undue attention on “soft” 
professions like cooking and hair-styling 
that aren't exactly synonymous with Star 
Wars excitement, but those musicians and 


p 7 


Sorry About The Mess 


[left] Role-playing... hmm, what would І do in this situation? That's right! Stand around bored! [upper right] The luxurious SorsSuub Z-198 space yacht is equipped with special 


“staring” windows. [lower right] Now you can realize that fanciful childhood dream of playing as this guy—right through your thirties and forties! 


manicurists at least look like they're having 
fun—more, anyway, than the aspiring 
bounty hunters perched on some rocky 
spur whittling away at a dinosaur's health 
bar for hours. Galaxies deserves credit for in- 
corporating spaceship battles and the art of 
mixing drinks under one ambitious um- 
brella, but it sucks for not having the di- 
nosaur die sooner. It sucks for caring too lit- 
tle about too much for too long, and 
charging for it. 

The space missions seem really fun at 
first, but all too soon the numbingly repeti- 


comes a buzzkill that even the impressive 
graphics can't support for very long; in- 
stead of enhancing your terrestrial adven- 
tures, the ground-based drudgery finds its 
way into space, colonizes it, and lays eggs 
of ennui in your brain. 

The impossible trick for an MMO is mak- 
ing a necessarily static universe somehow 
feel organic, but the missions in Jump to 
Lightspeed are too brainless, random, and 
small-scale to seem like part of any larger 
tapestry, even one already fleshed out by 
our imaginations. Maybe at some point your 


“Galaxies deserves credit for incorporating 
spaceship battles and the art of mixing drinks 
under one ambitious umbrella, but it sucks for 
not having the dinosaur die sooner.’ 


tive nature of your interchangeable tasks 
becomes harder to ignore. When you kill 
shoot an enemy craft, the negligible bump 
of pilot skill points you're awarded are 
never for the sophistication of your flying 
methods. Instead, the rewards that give 
you better ship components ultimately 
trump any innate flying abilities. The sheer 
sameness of most battles ultimately be- 


character can ultimately scrounge enough 
to be part of a massive space battle involv- 
ing large fleets, but the months spent get- 
ting there entail blowing away steadily 
harder opponents for less and less, without 
any sense of a larger struggle to entice you. 
Your only tangible motivation for withstand- 
ing the hours of sluggish advancement 
seems to be the acquisition of slightly better 


ship components. There's not enough going 
on in space, in the way of Star Wars content 
or otherwise: no Kessel runs, or spice smug- 
gling, or boarding parties, or space stations 
you can actually board, gamble on, or de- 
stroy with torpedoes. 

At least getting into space at all isn't a 
huge hassle, unless you count the endless 
load times. Upon activating the expansion, 
both new and existing players can choose 
to pilot ships for the Empire, the Rebellion, 
or as a privateer mercenary. Basic craft like 
the TIE Fighter and Y-wing are available for 
relatively cheap, and if you elect to join the 
Galactic Civil War, your recruiter even starts 
you off with a freebie model. Galaxies vet- 
erans who toughed out six months also get 
a complimentary space yacht big enough 
for you to wander around in, although like 
so much else in Galaxies, there's not much 
in it. If your ship takes hits, or is “destroyed,” 
you pay out of your own pocket for its re- 
pairs, even if you're fighting for the Empire 
or the Rebellion. 

Jump To Lightspeed also allows you to 
play as a shipwright, which, unlike piloting, 
counts against your skill point cap but en- 
ables you to design your own customizable 
starships and reverse-engineer any number 
of useful artifacts retrieved from space. As 
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when crafting other items in Galaxies, de- 
signing starships from scratch is really only 
a matter of acquiring sufficient resources, 
using them with an all-purpose tool at the 
appropriate crafting station, and hoping 
you don't get jacked out of hours of grim 
unrelenting toil by the high probability of 
failure. Thanks to Galaxies’ strictly player- 
driven economy, though, the price of trade 
goods and ship blueprints varies wildly, 
while the constant strident gibbering of 
competing “bargains” deluge the chat chan- 
nels throughout every urban center. Luckily, 
there's hundreds of kilometers of emptiness 
in every direction to provide instant and 
lasting relief. 

Jump To Lightspeed staples a satiny silk 
purse onto the sow’s ear Lucasarts still 
seems years from de-waxing, but the silk is 
admittedly of exceptional weave. Those 
gnawing dutifully at Galaxies’ hairy lobe in 
anticipation for months beforehand will 
probably enjoy the consistency just fine. 
Still, the spectacular looking ship battles 
have the surely unintended side effect of 
evoking the hallmark space combat sims 
that once defined the company during its 
platinum era, a more carefree time long be- 
fore MMOs came along with their empty 
promises of a new world order. The razzle- 
dazzle graphics in Jump To Lightspeed are 
just the stuff gamers dreamed of back when 
they were playing X-Wing and TIE Fighter, 
but this may be as close as they get to reliv- 
ing those white-knuckle highs any time 
soon. Those shrieking starfighters of yester- 
year have long since sailed. Their fire has 
gone out of the universe. № 


Vendetta 


Online 


Auniverse that needs more souls 


ххх 


Genre Massively Spaced Out Developer Guild 
Software Publisher Strategy First ESRB Teen 
Requirements 1GHz CPU; 256MB RAM 
endetta Online isn’t the best space- 
ү based online game, but it does match 

up well with NetDevil's Jumpgate, which 
successfully plumbed this tiny niche and 
Survives on a very small group of dedicated 
players paying monthly fees. Vendetta may 
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[top] Bringing the ship home in one piece. [lower left] Pretty fireworks when things go boom! [lower right] You can 
learn an alphabet to read those neon signs. 


be able to do the same. 

Vendetta supports multiple operating sys- 
tems, so there are Mac and Linux gamers 
online at any given time. Multiple platforms 
don't stop it from looking great, though, as 
it features nifty effects, slick but generic 
ship designs, and space stations ripped 
right out of Blade Runner. 

Flight and combat is where the game 
both succeeds and annoys. You can quickly 
switch between Newtonian flight and a 
more Freespace-like mode, but it's all best 
controlled with the mouse and keyboard. 
The game even uses the standard WASD 
controls. It works fine, but definitely takes 
away from the space-sim flavor. 

Annoyance comes from sheer grinding 
gameplay. You spend most of your time 
doing repetitive tasks in order to buy new 


ships and weapons, though the rewards are 
good with each level gained. With other 
players at a minimum, you have to actively 
seek out people to shoot at, or take on the 
bots that are central to the story. The game 
does encourage head-to-head combat, 
though, with a built-in duel system as well as 
the ability to put bounties on other players. 

The game's low population means you 
play the game solo way too often. If grind- 
ing isn't your bag, the rest of the game 
wears itself out once you've seen the world 
and flown some ships. Promised enhance- 
ments include capital ships requiring multi- 
ple players onboard, so there could be 
some unique thrills down the road. Today, 
though, Vendetta Online is solid but unspec- 
tacular, and not enough to unseat 
Jumpgate. -David J. Long 
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Ultima Online: 
Samurai Empire 


Big on Japan 


xxx 


Genre Ye Olde-Timey MMO 
Developer/Publisher Electronic Arts ESRB Teen 
Requirements 500MHz CPU; 128MB RAM 


he nutty queen-mother-living up-in- 
I the-attic of MMOs amiably panders to 

its increasingly Asia-centric fan base 
with its sixth expansion in eight years of ex- 
istence, Samurai Empire. (The back of the 
box happens to sport a Caucasian swords- 
man, just in case.) Skillfully wedding 16th- 
century graphics to monthly subscription 
fees that are new millennium all the way, 
this add-on provides expanded real estate 
in the form of an archipelago referenced 
many Ultimas ago as the Land of the 
Feudal Lords, and here renamed the 
Tokuno Islands. It also adds two new char- 
acter classes: the Samurai, who's skilled in 
the nobly steel-sharpened hack-and-slash 
ways of bushido, and the Ninja, master of 
the arts of ninjitsu (French for “mystical 
skullduggery”). 

A new bushido point system awards 
straightforward combat bonuses and finish- 
ing moves for Samurai, such as a one-shot 
kill blow called Honorable Execution, and 
nimble macros with weather-themed 
names like Lightning Strike and Whirlwind. 
Ninja mostly get stealth-based obscura 
maguffins like smoke bombs and Mirror 
Image. An engaging tutorial sets up the dis- 
tinctions between each class, gives you a 
taste of sinister island lore, and reacquaints 
you with arcane gameplay concepts you 
may have forgotten about, like opening 
paper dolls and "pathfinding" Over 15 new 
creatures provided to kill you range from 
the Hai Riyo, a rare flying dragon that can 
be tamed and ridden, to sea monsters, 
demons (Aka Oni), and giggling geishas 
that hurl the deadliest of fans and typically 
guard the phattest of lewt. 

Yet the pancreatic lining of any MMO is, 
of course, inventory management, and in 
this regard, Samurai Empire offers a verita- 
ble paper plethora of architectural storage 
space options in the form of tea houses, 
pagodas, castles, temples, and sand and 
rock gardens. Since at this menopausal 
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[above] Increased means, increased leisure, and in- 
creased roofing options are the three civilizers of man. 
[right] Monster brains really stick in my craw. 


juncture, UO is catering almost exclusively 
to its aging but loyal fan base of hardcore 
fake-land barons, these visual additions rep- 
resent the creative bulk of Samurai Empire's 
value, and when measured against previous 
housing styles, the new variations admit- 
tedly come off as among the more colorful 
and distinctive. 

In fact, for a palette that hasn't advanced 
much in over half a decade, there's some- 
thing strangely lovely about how UO looks. 
Where World of WarCraft employs cutting- 
edge graphics and sound to insert you into 
a living cartoon, UO thrusts you into a four- 
color comic-strip, raw and crude and vi- 
brant, with Ninja combat graphics and 
gaseous booby traps that evoke Max 
Fleischer cartoons from the 1930s. Just as 
black-and-white film offers richer contrast 
and a sense of place, the top-down bird's- 
eye view peculiar to UO just somehow feels 
more appropriate to Britannia, and it's 
hands-down tactically superior always 
being able to see a full 360 degrees around 
your character. 

Still, the game remains a soul-deadening 
grind, even by genre standards. This was 
the game that invented the grind, after all, 
and it wears this dubious pustule smeared 
proudly across its sleeve. Trumpeting excel- 
lence in eight "virtues" like honor, humility, 
and justice looks good on paper, but en- 


durance is the only ability that matters the 
slightest, at a time when much glitzier en- 
durance tests are suddenly and clamorously 
crowding today's marketplace like lep- 
rechauns at an open bar. UO clearly enjoys 
the fealty of the hardcore, but seems to 
equate streamlining with weakness. 
Although the clunky interface and tinny 
sound design remain virtually unchanged 
Since the game's inception, thankfully you 
can now create a guild without requiring a 
chunk of enchanted masonry as collateral. 

Samurai Empire wasn't meant to entice 
anyone curious about MMOs to its breast 
pixels though, just give the already commit- 
ted more acreage and, judged by that stan- 
dard, it more or less delivers the goods. The 
overall herky-jerky manipulation of mono- 
chromatic windows and status bars that 
may daunt a newcomer is beyond criticism 
to a long-term UO follower. This old-school 
difficulty is its whole raison d'etre, and you 
know an MMO's old-school when one of its 
primary character classes is simply 
“Blacksmith.” -Kelly Wand 


Connected by VO У 


MODS&ENDS 


out of the box 


by Brett Todd 


Losing І 


If we don't act now, 
will DOOM be lost to future generations? 
Т he original version of Cleopatra starring silent-film vamp 


Theda Bara. Almost all of John Ford's early westerns, 

along with a great deal of Charlie Chaplin’s early come- 
dies. Alfred Hitchcock's Number 13 and The Mountain Eagle. 
Hundreds of hours of Johnny Carson's classic Tonight Show 
episodes from the 1960s. 

All of these relics have one thing in common: they are 
now considered "lost" Something like 80% of the entire 


silent-film era is gone for good, along with loads of early 
talkies and huge swaths of the early days of television 
broadcasting from the 1950s and 1960s. Film canisters were 
thrown away to clear space in storerooms, old tapes copied 
over. As astonishing as it is to us today, even 40 and 50 years 
ago, few believed that trifles of entertainment would ever 
have any historical value. 

I'd like to think that we've learned something from the 
above. But judging by the way that games are being neg- 
lected by the powers-that-be, it seems like we're repeating 
costly mistakes. Game publishers are all but completely ig- 
noring the history of their industry, abandoning games al- 
most as soon as they fall off the sales charts. In a hundred 
years, computer and video game historians will be crying 
over the loss of DOOM in the same way that film buffs today 
are bemoaning the loss of Laurel and Hardy shorts. 

Unless things change. Conscious effort has to be made to 


84 Computer Games | April 2005 


both acknowledge that games will assume greater historical 
and cultural relevance as the years go by, and to ensure that 
game code will be properly preserved in official databases 
maintained or financially supported by game companies. 

Right now, relatively little has been lost. Ad-hoc efforts 
from the people responsible for Home of the Underdogs have 
established an archive for aging computer games. And 
thanks to Nicola Salmoria's MAME and other popular emula- 
tors, vast libraries of ROMs have been collected covering the 
entire history of arcade and console games. 

But if more official measures aren't adopted soon, we risk 
losing much of what we've been playing over the past 30- 
some years. Home of the Underdogs and hacker-scavenged 
ROMs may be great resources, but we need official rights- 
holders to get involved in archiving past classics. Right now, 
there is no system for making sure that everything gets 
locked away, no Dewey Decimal System counterpart to han- 
dle the cataloguing of Archon and Leisure Suit Larry. 

Also, every ad hoc game collection out there either falls 
into some copyright Twilight Zone or is blatantly illegal under 
the provisions of the Digital Millennium Copyright Act. Of 
course, what doesn't violate the DMCA? I think you can be 
hanged for downloading a Donkey Kong ROM. Still, this 
sounds fine to me. Okay, l'm not cool with the draconian 
measures of the DMCA, but a lot of good people have worked 
awfully long hours (just ask around at EA) to create the games 
that we love, and they should be well compensated for their 


^... What doesn't violate 
the DMCA? I think you 
can be hanged for 
downloading a 
Donkey Kong ROM.” 


efforts. Copyright law has a place in the 215t century. 

1 am, however, getting worried that this legislation is 
going to "protect" these games right out of existence. It's 
one thing for a company to fight against being ripped off. 
It's another to enforce ownership rights and then neglect 
the product until it vanishes like the Wooly Mammoth. 

Look at what's happened with MAME. During the MAME 
craze of 1999, classic arcade ROMs were almost as prevalent 
on the web as sex blogs. Over the past couple of years, a 
legal crackdown has so thoroughly scoured them out of ex- 
istence that they are no longer available to the casual 
gamer. Want to relive the day in 1982 when you topped 
100,000 in Moon Cresta? Tough luck. 

Some undoubtedly see this as a victory for game cre- 
ators. And it is, if you're in favor of GBA compilation carts 
and companies such as Jakks TV wringing every last dime 
out of Frogger and Dig-Dug by cramming them into those 
joystick thingies that plug directly into TVs. But this is a loss 


for games and those who appreciate them. 


The arcade archaeologists who spent their 
spare time ripping circuit boards out of 
cocktail-table editions of Pooyan collected 
authentic code representing every game 
that gobbled up quarters in the 1970s and 
‘80s. They didn't alter the games so they 
could be ported to new formats, nor did 
they discriminate between blockbusters 
that might still make someone a buck 
today, and weird, wonderful titles like Jack 
the Giant Killer and Space Panic. 


People Are Strange 


mike.va.com.au 


Marathon Man 


trilogyrelease.bungie.org 


There's no better way to kill the hours before the release of Freedom Force vs. 
The Third Reich than by playing The Strangers, a total conversion for the 
original game by Dr. Mike. This 31-mission campaign features a completely 
original superhero universe along with all-new heroes and villains like Devil 
Doll, King Zero, and Anemone. Marvel can't sue, and gamers get to enjoy 
some fresh long-underwear (so to speak) action with tights-wearing charac- 
ters who haven't been copyrighted for the past 40 or 50 years. The entire 
campaign can be downloaded as a single 56 MB zip file. One warning, 
though: These missions are extremely tough, so make sure you can walk 
through the stock Freedom Force campaign before playing. 


Ever wondered where HALO came from? Get a look at how Bungie 
came up with its ideas for the groundbreaking shooter series by 
downloading the developer's classic Marathon and Marathon 2: 
Durandal from the early and middle 19905. Originally released for 
the Mac, but later ported to the PC, these games redefined what 
was possible in a first-person shooter. Unfortunately, because of 
Marathon's Mac roots, it never gained a large following on the 
Quake-dominated PC. But you can make up for that now, as these 
downloads work with all versions of Windows, including XP. The final 
chapter in the trilogy, Marathon Infinity, was never officially released 
for the PC, but it can be played on the platform with the use of the 
Aleph One open-source version of the game's runtime for Windows. 


As a result, after a brief moment in the 
MAME sun, most of these games have 
gone back to obscurity. Which is exactly 
how things get lost. Each of the movies 
and TV shows that | listed off the top van- 
ished because of this sort of official neg- 
lect. Now that free distribution of code has 
been cut off, it's easy to imagine some 
games going the way of the dodo just like 
those extinct episodes of the late, great 
Johnny Carson. 

It seems like only a matter of time before 


opers of the original game. 


Is that Ardennes, France or Ardennes, Belgium? 

After you've blasted your way through Call of Duty: United Offensive, con- 
tinue the liberation of Europe with VinnieTheG's Ardennes (6.5 MB). The 
best of the precious few single-player maps released by modders for 
Infinity Ward's WWII shooter, Ardennes sees you playing an American Gl 
fighting to free a French village from the Germans, who are retreating in 
decidedly ill temper. New textures and models, along with loads of sneaky 
Nazis, make this level almost as good as anything produced by the devel- 


somebody, all hepped up on the DMCA, 
fires a similar legal salvo at the Home of the 
Underdogs. | don't know about you, but this 
really saddens me. I'm already unprepared 
to contemplate the existence of a world 
without Mr. Dol, let alone a planet where I 
can't log onto the net at any time of the 
night or day and download X-COM. Or, 
worse yet, a future where a game like X- 
COM only exists as a memory. 

If that future is going to be stopped, ef- 
forts need to be made soon. № 


callofduty.filefront.com/file/Ardennes;27145 
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BioWare-style D&D goes pay-to play | 
with downloadable content for : 
Neverwinter Nights BY BRETT TODD 


providence of Valve anymore. While the Half- 

Life 2 developer has hogged most of the head- 
lines with Steam, the Dungeons & Dragons gurus at 
BioWare are also embracing this new method of sell- 
ing games, courtesy of a series of premium modules 
for Neverwinter Nights. The first two pay-to-play of- 
ferings hit the company’s online web store last fall 
with the promise of many more to come. 

“Kingmaker and ShadowGuard are brand new, 
professionally developed adventures for 
Neverwinter Nights that we're offering for sale as 
part of the new premium modules system,’ says Tom 
Ohle, public relations lead at BioWare. “It’s a fairly 
simple system whereby gamers can visit the store, 
purchase the module they want, and then download 
them to their system immediately and be playing 
within minutes.” 

Simple supply and demand is the impetus behind 
the premium-module plan. Neverwinter Nights has 
been the gaming mecca for RPG modders since it 
was released in 2002, and there are currently over | 
3,000 user-designed modules available for free 
download at IGN's Neverwinter Vault web site. 
BioWare tested the waters last year with the 


0 nline game-delivery systems aren't solely the 
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internally produced Witch's Wake freebie, which 
Ohle says was downloaded “more than half-a-mil- 
lion times.” 

Alongside those numbers, surveys of the 2.3 mil- 
lion registered users of the BioWare online commu- 
nity convinced the powers-that-be to offer a series of 
retail-quality modules. The one catch? Custom levels, 
new monsters, and studio-recorded voiceovers and 
music cost a sizable chunk of change. So any profes- 
sional modules being produced under the aegis of 
the BioWare Live Team would have to come at a cost. 

“We certainly don't aim to replace the free distri- 
bution of modules throughout the fantastic 
Neverwinter Nights community,’ explains Ohle. “We 
just want to supplement that content with official 


modules that hold a BioWare stamp of approval. We 
feel we've priced the new content quite reasonably, 
with Kingmaker selling for $7.99 and ShadowGuard 
with Witch’s Wake selling for $4.99, and the commu- 
nity seems to agree.” 

That community is also a part of premium-module 
development. Although Kingmaker was crafted inter- 
nally by Neverwinter Nights veterans Dan Whiteside 
and Cori May, ShadowGuard is a collaboration be- 
tween the BioWare Live Team and Ben "Altaris" 
McJunken, whose Lone Wolf module series is in the 
Neverwinter Vault's Hall of Fame. Modules currently 
under development are also team efforts, with 
BioWare's Rob Bartel and Keith Hayward working with 
the likes of Stefan Gagne (author of the Penultima and 
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Kingmaker 
ж ж № 1 


The more audacious of the launch-day premium modules for 
Neverwinter Nights is also the more seriously flawed. Although 
Kingmaker developers Dan Whiteside and Cori May have put to- 
gether one inventive and exciting adventure with a pleasantly 
puzzling plot, the saga is almost spoiled by bugs. 

That's damn disappointing, because this eight-hour adven- 
ture is arguably the best fantasy roleplaying experience re- 
leased under the BioWare label since Baldur's Gate Il. The story- 
line has it all—a mysterious hero, unusual monsters, 
conversations that stretch your roleplaying skills, palace in- 
trigue, and even romance—yet none of these elements is re- 
motely conventional. 

For instance: You are killed in the first moments of the 
game and resurrected by a ball of light that turns itself into 
an intelligent weapon. Your companions include a nymph, 
rakshasa, wererat, and a fiery-headed Azer (think Michael 
Jackson in the days when all he had to worry about were the 
pyrotechnics in Pepsi commercials). And you spend most of 
the game playing small-town politics by schmoozing guild 


members to elect you as lord of the Keep of Cyan. 

So this is not a hack-and-slash dungeon crawl. There is the 
usual fantasy claptrap about saving the world, in this case from 
a mind flayer and his undead army, but this stereotypical strug- 
gle doesn't interfere with authentic roleplaying. Talking matters 
as much as fighting, as there are dozens of NPCs and hundreds 
of conversation trees with which to test your intimidate, bluff, 
and persuade feats. Romance is also in the air. Kaidala the 
nymph swings both ways, too, so guy and gal adventurers can 
pitch some woo. 

Traditional swords-and-sorcery is also well done. The monster 
menagerie includes garden-variety zombies and orcs as well as 
uncommon foes like a succubus, a gelatinous cube, and even а 
couple of slaadi. Quests run from stock RPG tasks like clearing a 
crypt of undead to more imaginative assignments, such as lur- 
ing cows out of caverns with grain and sending a ghost to the 
great beyond. And a few puzzles make you think, particularly a 
nifty key-and-riddle combination door in the labyrinth of a 
duergar mage. 

Sound great? It would be, if everything worked. But bugs are 
everywhere. The Serah Blackhand goblin quest—incidentally, 
the first one you undertake—is broken so badly that it requires 
a workaround script. Otherwise, the guild boss often refuses to 
acknowledge the goblin head dumped in her lap and won't 
delay the guild vote. Which means that you lose, because her 
stall tactics are crucial in giving you enough time to complete 
the other guild quests that are prerequisites to earning votes. 
Getting to that election is another problem, as an additional 
script is sometimes needed to reach the guildhall so balloting 
can begin. 

We experienced each of the above issues, and needed to run 
both scripts in order to save Cyan Keep. Romance with Kaidala 
was ruined as well, as we weren't allowed to plant the nymph's 
acorn (no, this isn't a sexual metaphor, it's a druid thing). Oh, 
and hard crashes occurred every so often while loading saves. 

For a measly eight dollars, it's hard to be too critical of 
Kingmaker. But even though the module provides great bang 
for the buck, and features an involving story and innovative de- 
sign, BioWare's got to be a lot more careful with quality con- 
trol... if it wants repeat customers, that is. -Brett Todd 
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MODS&ENDS 


ShadowGuard 
ж Ж 1; 
Simple, straightforward, and short, ShadowGuard is worth every 
cent of its $4.99 pricetag. Yes, that's damning the module with 
faint praise, but there really isn't any better way of summing up 
this four-hour series of commonplace quests. 

While Ben "Altaris" McJunken (best known in the Neverwinter 
Nights community for his acclaimed Lone Wolf series) developed 
the module with the assistance of BioWare, this adventure 


seems a lot like the top-rated freebies that can be found at the 
Neverwinter Vault. The plot is well-worn enough to be drawing 


Social Security. It's got a newbie protagonist beginning an ad- 
venturing career, a neglectful but loving father, mysterious 
strangers who may or may not be allies, and of course an omi- 
nous prophecy. 

Not much is developed in terms of story. The main plot deals 
with proving you've got the stones needed to join the 
Sharakhan Empire's elite ShadowGuard (pretty much a straight 
ripoff of the Forgotten Realms’ famed Harpers), and a threaten- 
ing character called the Crimson Prophet pops in every now 
and again, but generally you wander the city of Ghaarak solving 
the problems of strangers. Most quests are fairly blah—you find 
a corpse to rid a shopkeeper of a troublesome spirit, kill a rogue 
to reclaim the property of a depressed minotaur, free a halfling 
thief from the clutches of a crimelord, and so on. You basically 
kill people and deliver trinkets. 

Furthermore, there are no puzzles to speak of, few conversa- 
tions of interactive import, and the plot stops with everything 
up in the air. No answers are provided to any of the mysteries, 
and there is no showdown with the Crimson Prophet—which is 
doubly disappointing since he dresses like a Mexican wrestler 
and speaks of himself in the third person. A goofball villain like 
this needs more face time. 

So, move along, nothing to see here. Sort of. Despite the sim- 
plicity of ShadowGuard, there is a certain appeal here that be- 
lies the prosaic plot and mundane quests. Great writing, solid 
voice-acting, sympathetic characters, and an abrupt, tragic con- 
clusion greatly enhance what is otherwise D&D by numbers. 
Although this may be a mediocre module, here's hoping that 
BioWare commissions a sequel, so at least we can see the end 
of the story. -Brett Todd 


Elegia Eternum series), and DLA, a prominent 
group of Neverwinter Nights modders. 

Other than the above—and a brief men- 
tion that work is proceeding on the long- 
awaited sequel to Witch's Wake—Ohle is 
maintaining radio silence. BioWare wants to 
surprise fans with the upcoming offerings, 
which may include a fresh look at some 


that elves gotta wear shades, some kinks to 
be worked out right now. The first two pre- 
mium modules use an obtrusive online veri- 
fication system to deter pirates. An Internet 
connection has to be up whenever you 
play, which seems a little extreme for sin- 
gle-player adventures. If your ISP flakes or 
the BioWare servers go down, you're out of 


"BioWare wants to surprise fans with the up 
coming offerings, which may include a fresh 
look at some pen-and paper favorites." 


pen-and paper favorites. Ohle admits that 
designing and selling classic AD&D modules 
with the premium system has been "consid- 
ered and discussed" with both Atari and 
Wizards of the Coast. That's as far as he'll go 
on that topic at present, however, so if 
you're holding your breath in anticipation of 
an official Neverwinter Nights version of 
Tomb of Horrors or White Plume Mountain, 
it'd be advisable to exhale. 

But while the future may be so bright 
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luck. Validation checks are made every sin- 
gle time a save is loaded, so you find your- 
self going through this hassle every few 
moments when stuck in a tough battle. This 
isn't too onerous for those with high-speed 
connections, as the check usually takes just 
a few seconds, but those on dial-up will 
likely have a different opinion. 

Quality control is another issue. While it's 
easy to forgive bugs and typographical errors 
in free modules, few have patience with 


screw-ups when they're paying for the experi- 
ence. Yet both Kingmaker and ShadowGuard 
are filled with these problems. The former 
features two quest bugs that can prevent you 
from finishing the game, and the latter has a 
number of grammatical bloopers. Mistakes 
like these are unforgivable in a retail game, 
no matter how low the pricetag. 

Even with these technical gaffes, 
BioWare's Premium Module system is off to 
a promising start. Judging by the mostly 
rapturous reception of Kingmaker and 
ShadowGuard by the discriminating 
denizens of the Neverwinter Nights forums, 
this new method of offering pro modules 
for a cut-rate price appears to have a bright 
future ahead of it. Although everything re- 
mains in the planning stages, Ohle says that 
BioWare hopes to expand the service to the 
developer's other titles. 

“The bottom line is that we think there's 
a lot of potential for the digital distribution 
of regular episodic content, and we'll ex- 
plore every avenue to provide gamers with 
awesome new content to extend their 
gaming experience.’ № 


now available. 


Get your Free trial issue of Now Playing Magazine, 
by going to www.nowplayingmag.com, the premiere 
publication for pop culture enthusiasts. 


With each issue, readers get the inside scoop on 
up-and-coming entertainment products and trends 
before the mainstream public. Stay “plugged in” and 
ahead of the curve with Now Playing Magazine- 
the pop culture magazine for Generation Now! 


ALT. GAMES 


Indie City 


By Gregory Micek 


Independent? 


What people mean when they talk about"indie" games 


hen most people think of independent games, one of 
W two things typically come to mind: Breakout and Tetris 
shareware clones made by some junior high school 
kid, or off-the-wall semi-interactive experiments that could 
only be considered a "game" by the most staunch apolo- 
gists. The truth is that these definitions are increasingly out 
of place in a world where indie games are being produced 
by studios ranging in size from a lone developer to Internet- 


So what exactly is an indie developer? Unfortunately, that 
question is the subject of endless debate in developer-cen- 
tric forums such as Indiegamer.com and GameDev.net. The 
question doesn't revolve around the kinds of games a devel- 
oper creates, as all genres are represented in the indie gam- 
ing world; rather, it's about where the money and creative 
control comes from. Is a developer any less independent be- 
cause they took out a loan to help get their game out the 
door? What if they sign a deal with an indie-friendly pub- 
lisher such as Matrix Games (matrixgames.com) prior to fin- 
ishing the game? 


“Is a developer any less 
independent because they 


took out a loan to help get 
their game out the door?” 
Generally speaking, publishers that deal with independ- 


ent developers do not pay anything other than royalties 
based directly off of sales, but they do ask the developer to 


based teams of two-dozen or more professionals. 


2004 


BreakQuest 


Nurium Games nurium.com 

After all that talk about how indie games have moved forward it 
might seem a little strange to award a Breakout clone an award. 
Screenshots of the game illustrate the fact that gameplay still in- 
volves hitting a ball with a paddle. However, Nurium Games has 
taken the Breakout formula, tossed in plenty of new features, and 
created what is hands down the best game of it’s type ever re- 
leased. Rather than simply breaking stationary bricks with a ball, 
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make certain creative concessions involving everything 


Ithough last month's magazine featured the actual “Games of the Year,’ | felt it ap- 
e S 0 A propriate to recognize some of the best indie games released last year. Narrowing 
them down from the hundreds of games released in the year was certainly diffi- 
cult, and this is by no means meant to be an authoritative list to be used as reference 


for future generations, but it does represent some of the best indie games of 2004. 
Here they are, in alphabetical order, the top independent games of 2004. 


levels in BreakQuest range from a vector graphics-inspired 
Asteroids area, to puzzle-like arenas that require you to master the 
games numerous trick moves. The game's physics alone make 
many of the levels worth playing over and over. 


Gish 

Chronic Logic 
chroniclogic.com 

Gish is the indie 
game that everyone 
seems to be talking 
about this year, and 
for good reason. 
Where else are you 
going to find a game 
whose protagonist is a 12-pound blob of tar in search of his 
human girlfriend? While many are praising Chronic Logic for 
bringing back the classic side scrolling platform action of the 905, 
that's only a small part of what makes Gish so great. The physics 
based controls are a challenge to come to grips with, but allow for 
maneuvers and strategies that are sure to impress. A limited num- 
ber of enemies may disappoint anyone looking for lots of carnage, 
but an impressive array of extras that includes, among other 
things, classic console-game levels, more than makes up for it. 


Starshatter 


from system requirements to the game's title. Does this 
mean that a game such as Starshatter (starshatter.com) is 
not indie simply because the developer chose to have it dis- 
tributed by someone else? 


or sponsored by any member firm of the ESA, nor ELSPA...” 
or their subsidiaries, is considered independent. While this 
means that Starshatter is considered an indie in the eyes of 
the IGF, it also opens the door to other games that most 
people would not consider independent. Based on these 
relatively lax rules, Valve, for example, could submit Half-Life 
2 to next years competition. After all, Valve funded the game 
itself, and it’s currently not a member of either association. 

It's doubtful that any definition will make everyone 
happy, or apply to all cases, but for the purposes of this col- 
umn, something has been decided on. Not getting money 
in advance of a game's completion from an outside com- 
pany will be the primary litmus test by which we decide a 
game's standing. When dealing with large-scale indies such 
as Valve, the final decision will be based on whether the de- 
veloper and its games fall within the spirit of what we're try- 
ing to do with this section—shedding light on an entire 
subculture of games that even the most hardcore of gamers 
may have no clue about. 

Gregory Micek is the editor of DIYGames.com which, along 


According to the rules of the annual Independent Games 
Festival, any game created by a studio not “...affiliated with 


Hamsterball 
Raptisoft raptisoft.com 

No, this is not a Super 
Monkey Ball clone; it's 
not even close. In fact, 
Hamsterball has more in 
common with the arcade 
classic Marble Madness 
than Sega's primate hit. 
Guide one very unfortunate hamster through a series of dizzying 
levels that feature loops, catapults, tar pits, and much more. The 
graphics are colorful and crisp, and the controls are tight but have 
just enough leeway to make things harrowing on some of the 
later levels. There's a surprisingly complete web version of the 
game on the developer's website, and there's even an arcade ver- 
sion out there if you look hard enough. 


Outpost 
Kaloki 


NinjaBee ninjabee.com 
Outpost Kaloki is an 
off-the-wall space sta- 
tion tycoon game 
where you must oper- 
ate one of the most 
bizarre space stations 
around. Progressing through the game requires you to solve vari- 
ous challenges facing the station, not the least of which is attract- 
ing new visitors. Using empty ports on the stations exterior, you 
can construct everything from a lemonade stand to high-end sin- 


with GameTunnel.com, has been covering the world of indie 
games since 2002. 


gles clubs in order to appeal to various types of clientele. To com- 
plicate matters the space station faces a number of dangers that 
could knock it out of commission in short order, including some 
catastrophic meteor showers. 


Many will have trouble coming to grips with the unusual controls 
in this Bionic Commando meets Oddworld action title, but once the 
initial learning curve is overcome it's pure heaven. Use Wik's dis- 
turbing tongue to swing through levels rescuing disgustingly cute 
little grubs from all sorts of bad guys. There's the obligatory coin 
collection gameplay element, but the first time you manage to 
snatch a dozen coins while doing a loop you'll be hooked. There's 
well over 100 levels to make your way through, including some 
sinister challenge areas that will have you pulling out what's left 
of your hair. 
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ALT. GAMES 
The British 


Invasion 


Sports Interactive, the London-based 
creator of the mega-popular soccer 
game Championship Manager, is 
coming to America. 


plan. Already publishers of the most pop- 

ular text-based sports game in history, 
the Championship Manager soccer manage- 
ment series, the company wants to bring its 
brand of gaming to the United States. 

Text sports games have some following 
in the States, but none has had the main- 
stream appeal that Championship Manager 
has across the pond. “The reason that our 
games haven't, historically, been massively 
popular in the US is because they haven't 
been released there. It certainly can change, 
and with our range of games we believe we 
can make a big difference to the sports 
genre,” says Marc Duffy, Product Manager 
for Sports Interactive. 

That "range of games" is about to get 
wider. Not only is the Championship 
Manager series—now called Worldwide 


T he people at Sports Interactive have a 
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Slated for a September release, 0ut of the Park 
Baseball 2005 has a completely new interface. 


face. “Focus is given to the fact you can man- 


age one of 300 teams from 26 leagues with 
over 7,500 players at your disposal/ says 
Duffy.“The game now includes all minor 
league teams and leagues, down to the 
Rookie League level as well as a new game 
engine, featuring pitch-by-pitch mode and 


“The game now includes all minor league teams 


and leagues, down to the Rookie League level as 


well as a new game engine, featuring pitch- by- 


pitch mode and perhaps the most realistic fielding 


system ever in a baseball management sim” 


Soccer Manager—coming to the US, Sports 
Interactive has brought the popular base- 
ball text game Out of the Park Baseball into 
the fold, along with its creator, Markus 
Heinsohn. Duffy says that OOTP 2005 will be 
better than ever because of 515 backing. 
"First and foremost, the benefit for all exist- 
ing OOTP fans is that Markus now has 515 
vast experience and technology at his dis- 
posal,’ says Duffy. 

Fans of the OOTP series can look forward 
to some significant changes this year. The 
most obvious change will be in the inter- 
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perhaps the most realistic fielding system 
ever in a baseball management sim.” 

Sl also has a top-rate hockey sim in its sta- 
ble in Eastside Hockey Manager. The 2005 ver- 
sion is pegged for an early May release. 
“We've radically changed the interface for 
this year's edition,’ says Duffy. “It's got a sleek 
new look much like our soccer game. It's got 
more data, more leagues (and more licenses) 
as well as some hot new features such as 
training camps. We've put in some extensive 
player bios, extended statistics and also re- 
vamped the scouting. It's pretty much im- 


Batting vs. Team’ v ( Double Splits + 


proved in every way you could imagine.” 

With three games in its arsenal, Duffy 
says there are no plans to expand into other 
sports, though he doesn't rule it out down 
the road."If we find the right people, and 
the time is right, then | expect we'll look at 
other sports in the future,’ he says. “We 
want to try and grow the company organi- 
cally. We've invested a lot of time and 
money and resources to get Eastside and 
OOTP under the SI wing, and once we've 
firmly established both those titles we can 
move forward in trying to bring others over. 
2005 is potentially the biggest year in the 
history of Sports Interactive; we've got three 
big titles to get out of the door as well as 
some other stuff that we hope to announce 
next May.” 

With EA Sports snatching up major li- 
censes for the NFL, PGA, FIFA and NASCAR, 
SI and other developers of text-based 
games might be the future of sports games 
on the PC. If the success and the quality of 
Championship Manager is any indication, 
the future may not look so bad after all. 
-William Abner 


HALF-LiFE С 
By taking the suspense, challenge and visceral charge of the origi- 


nal, and adding startling new realism and responsiveness, Half-Life 
2 opens the door to a world where the player s presence affects 
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When game design is part of the gameplay experience, 
everyone benefits 


s we write this month’s column, Henry has just returned 
rom a conference on Creative Gamers hosted by the 
University of Tampiere in Finland. Scholars gathered to 
discuss everything from large-scale cantina musicals being 
staged within Star Wars Galaxies to global differences in the 
dance styles among Dance Dance Revolution players, and 
from amateur extensions of long-dead game franchises to 
Machinima films. 

To understand what we mean by creative gaming, we 
should distinguish between participation and interactivity. 

Interactivity refers to how new technologies are designed 
to be more responsive to consumer feedback. Different com- 
munications technologies enable differing degrees of inter- 
activity, ranging from television, which allows us only to 
change the channel, to videogames, which can allow con- 
sumers to act upon the represented world. 
Such relationships are not fixed: The intro- 
duction of Tivo can 
fundamentally 
reshape our 


interactions with television, for example. The constraints on 
interactivity are largely technological—in almost every case, 
what you can do in an interactive environment is pre-struc- 
tured by the designer. 

Participation, on the other hand, is cultural and social. So, 
for example, the amount of conversation possible in a 
movie theater is determined more by the tolerance of audi- 
ences in different contexts than by any innate property of 
cinema itself. Participation is more open-ended, less under 
the control of media producers and more under the control 
of media consumers. 

Consumers are increasingly participating in media pro- 
duction, making their own films or designing their own 
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games and circulating them via the Internet. Participation is 
going to take place whether or not media producers em- 
brace it. They can try to legislate it or control it through 
moral authority but they aren't going to stop it, and if they 
are smart, they will embrace it. 

The current legal fireworks around file-sharing represent 
simply the next battle in a long and bloody struggle over 
how much fans should be involved in the production and 
circulation of media products. Let's call the recording indus- 
try's response to Napster prohibitionist. By contrast, the 
game industry has adopted a collaborationist model, em- 
bodied by Raph Koster’s use of “participatory design” prac- 
tices in the development of Star Wars Galaxies, by Will 
Wright's embrace of the amateur production of artifacts for 
The Sims, or game companies’ distribution of game design 
tools and sponsorship of modding competitions. 

Anthropologist and marketing consultant Grant 
McCracken has argued that in the future, media companies 
will have to accommodate grassroots appropriation and 
transformation of their content—not because of some 
change of intellectual property law, but because consumers 
will demand the right to participate as one of the terms of 
doing business in an ever more competitive marketplace. 
Will Wright makes a similar point when he describes game 
companies as competing to attract the most creative, com- 
mitted, and engaged consumer communities. 


The game industry has been more willing to em- 
brace audience participation than any other entertain- 
ment sector. The game industry is relatively new and 
still nostalgic for the glory days of garage game com- 

panies, and most of the key players got their start as am- 
ateurs. The game companies also need to appeal to a rela- 
tively narrowly constituted—but demanding—niche 
audience, which expects to be able to customize content. 

Consider the case of mods: while the other media indus- 
tries are trying to keep new technologies out of the hands 
of consumers, game companies often bundle design tools 
with the game, sponsor amateur design competitions, and 
publicize the best work of the mod community. Not every 
player will develop original game content, but as Bioware's 
Ray Muzyka explained: “If only one percent of a million 
user base makes content, then you have a lot of module 
designers. And that’s enough to make a game self-sustain- 
ing for along time” 


Bioware and other game companies see the release of 
their mod tools as consumer research; they monitor ama- 
teur mods to see what game features are popular and try to 
provide more professionally polished versions when they 
upgrade their franchises. In some cases, they buy the rights 
to amateur produced games and market them directly to 
consumers, or recruit the most gifted amateurs. 

Such practices lower the risks of innovation, allowing the 
amateurs to experiment with possible new directions and 
developments, and companies to commodify those that hit 
pay dirt. The modding process may prolong the product's 
shelf life, and generate a good deal of free publicity. Such 
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If you want something done right... publish it yourself 


“Order Freedom Force vs the Third Reich from Irrational 

Games Now!” What that headline doesn't necessarily tell 
you is that Irrational is publishing the game itself. As this 
column is often a thinly veiled excuse to rant about the 
practices of videogame publishers, we at Irrational have had 
the chance to see how the other half lives. 

As certain elected officials are fond of saying, history can 
judge. Someday the gaming world will know how Irrational 
performed compared to others in the publishing of their 
first title. But before we think about posterity, let’s start at 
the beginning. What is a 
game publisher? What, ex- 
actly, do they do? 

Money: As Homer 
Simpson once said of beer, 
money is indeed the cause 
of, and solution to, all prob- 
lems. Videogames do not 
get made without money; in 
fact, it generally requires 
filthy piles of the stuff. 
Publishers (usually) fund the 
development of games. 

Marketing/PR: Publishers usually handle public relation 
activities that require the expenditure of money, i.e. ads, and 
ones which involve convincing, pleading, and begging the 
press to cover your game in their editorial pages for free. 
The problem with PR is that, unlike ads, editorial coverage is 
not necessarily favorable. In fact, sometimes it's down right 
unpleasant. But did | mention that it's free? 

Development assistance/guidance/QA: Publishers ap- 
prove milestones. They keep the console manufacturers— 
who have final yea/nay on releasing any games on their 


[5 go to freedomfans.com, you'll see the following: 


view from the middle 


practices also increase consumer loyalty. 

The analogy to Tom Sawyer white-washing the fence lies 
close to the surface here: the game companies generate a 
significant amount of free labor by allowing them to think of 
game design as an extension of the gameplay experience. 
Given the symbiotic relationship between the game industry 
and its consumers, it's all the more startling that older media 
companies have not followed this same direction. 

Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire are co-directors of The Education 
Arcade, which is based at MIT and the University of Wisconsin- 
Madison. More information on the program can be found at 
educationarcade.org 


platform—happy. They bring in focus groups. They provide 
market feedback. 

So how did things differ when Irrational stepped up to 
the plate? To answer that question, | asked several members 
of the Freedom Force development and business team for 
their viewpoint: 

Alexx Kay, co-lead designer: "On a publisher-driven proj- 
ect, work flow is often dictated by the immediate need to 
meet an upcoming milestone, even if that means doing 
tasks early that would ideally be done later in the project. By 
the end of a project, that inefficiency can add up to weeks 
of elapsed time. On the other hand, the lack of publisher 
milestones occasionally hurt us, as we let some aspects slip 
until later than a publisher would have allowed us to” 

Bill Gardner, associate producer: "There isn't a developer 
out there who doesn't bitch and moan about how little PR 
their game is getting. With [this game], we had the freedom 
(and responsibility) to do everything. That meant a lot of 
time dealing directly with the press (with the incredibly able 
help and guidance of our PR mavens at Kohnke 


"As Homer Simpson once said of beer, 
money is indeed the cause of, and 


solution to, all problems." 


Communications), coming up with ideas for contests, de- 
signer diaries, even entirely new features for the game to 
ensure a certain cover of a major gaming magazine..." 

Dorian Hart, co-lead designer: "We had scheduled mile- 
stones, but since we could define them ourselves, | never 
felt like | missed a single beat striving to meet them. My 
schedule led to them naturally, there was no throwaway 
work, and | was always able to work on what | felt was the 
most important thing regarding the game as a whole, not 
just to a specific milestone. If we needed to change a mile- 
stone, it didn't require bringing in an army of lawyers to 
amend an agreement.” 
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Robb Waters, concept/cutscene artist: “As the guy respon- 
sible for all the marketing material art (box, ads, etc.), there 
was a fair amount of pressure on the first game to make the 
game look more hip and modern. In fact, the first publisher 
even hired a noted comic book artist to do the cover of the 
box. This guy is a great artist, but what he did wasn't really 
Freedom Force. It was indeed modern... suffice it to say, our 
sweet little Alchemiss looked as if she had undergone more 
cosmetic surgery than the entire Jackson family.’ 

Kate Kellogg, physical production manager: “Working on 
the project reminded me of indie rock, so | liked it.’ 

How did it change my job? Well, suffice it to say, without 
a publisher footing the bill, | had to find a big, giant pile of 
money to fund development. It’s not like | can pick up the 
phone and call Warren Buffett to say, “Warren, sweetheart, 
have | got a deal for you!” 

But self-publishing radically transformed the most stress- 
ful interaction—pleasing a single publisher—into a much 
more diffuse but equally stressful series of interactions— 
pleasing our fan base. For the first time, we could make a 


random incoherence 


game whose only client was the community. The primary 
difference is that the community knows exactly what it 
wants. It doesn’t do focus tests. It doesn’t do market re- 
search. It just plays the game, builds mods, writes fiction, 
and improves upon what we shipped in 2002. 

Beyond the dozens of ways we're improving the Freedom 
Force experience itself, we're also spending a huge amount 
of resources making it into a storytelling tool. Features like 
story-based multiplayer and the enhanced character cre- 
ation system are designed specifically to allow fans to make 
further adventures or take the comic books of their own cre- 
ation from paper to screen. 

Would a publisher have allowed us to commit so many 
resources to tools that might not make great screenshots 
for the box? Who knows? A publisher could have guided 
us to a more successful product or, as we hope, our love 
for the game and the community could point us in the 
right direction. 

Ken Levine is the General Manager and Creative Director of 
Irrational Games. 


BY KELLY WAND 


Keeping it Real 


Role-playing servers: Immersive for whom? 


nomenon on the block, MMOs, and the brilliant worka- 

holics who design them, have a civic duty to remain im- 
possibly innovative indefinitely, always expanding virtual 
territories and streamlining interfaces where their predeces- 
sors left off, to offer us ever bolder and more profound 
methods of interaction, deepening and enriching our play- 
ing experience in as many ways as possible. 

Instead, we get “role-playing” servers. 

The term "role-playing servers" has a nice virtuous ring to 
it, just like “faith-based tsunami" or “I support refrigeration.” 
The concept behind “RP” is fairly simple, meant to appeal to 
the most hardcore and/or uptight in an already pretty com- 
mitted/tightly wound pie wedge. Basically, everything your 
character says or does or is named has to be “medieval/fan- 
tasy" in theme, all the time. Otherwise, punitive measures 
are taken, just as they were by royalty-licensed inquisitors 
back in the medieval era, whenever anachronistic behavior 
reared its ugly robot head. 

Blizzard's irresistible king-of-the-pack World of WarCraft 
currently offers its clientele a half-dozen RP servers, which 
compared to its over forty PvP servers may not seem like 
much, but the population on the RP realms remains unusu- 
ally high and steady. The game's website offers three exam- 
ples of what it considers inappropriate RP character sobri- 


і s the new equally troubling and lucrative cultural phe- 
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quets: “Slipnslide, Robotman, and Technotron.’ These seem 
curious choices to single out, even at first glance, since the 
increasingly steampunk WoW universe not only features ma- 
chinery and robots, but goblins with names like Fizzwizzle 
Televizzle who instruct you to "keep it real" 

It's impossible to know how seriously Blizzard expects you 
to take its labyrinthine backstory of warring godlets and cir- 
cus folk, but leaving RP out of the equation for a moment, 
the ‘tude in WoW is generally one of fast and loose, deliber- 
ately cartoon-ish good humor, maybe half a cheek's worth of 


| "The term ‘role-playing 
servers' has a nice virtuous 
ring to it, just like ‘faith- 
based tsunami’ ог ‘I support 
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refrigeration. 


tongue on a good day. GMs patrolling this trickiest of beats 
would seem to require a surfeit of the company’s defining re- 
laxed wit in the fulfillment of their justice dispensing. 
Instead, they bite the hand that feeds them. Some of the 
names deemed unacceptably outside the “fantasy/medieval” 
purview were Poetic, Deuce, Indigo, Mcrush, Tower, 
Guinness, Pinecone, and Blacknose. Poetic was a figure who 
spoke exclusively in Shakespearean verse, and Bigalow 
notwithstanding, what's more fantasy-sounding than Deuce? 
Playing cards, Tarot, Nostradamus—you're there in three 


steps. These were characters owned by the most diehard 
players, the Mini-Diablo owners, the heart-and-soul of 
Blizzard's empire. Blizzard should be, if not kissing these peo- 
ple's asses, at least kicking them with softer-spiked boots. 
Instead, they admonished a character named "Angusbruce" 
for picking an appellate so “highly inappropriate.” 

So the mood on RP servers tends to be one of babbling bel- 
ligerence, hysteria, paranoia, and selective prudery arbitrarily 
enforced by GMs and players alike. Offenses as grave as noting 
that the “server” was “down” invariably earn you a severe pri- 
vate lashing from any number of concerned watchdogs, while 
debates about monitor settings—broken up by debates about 
the proper place of monitor setting debates on an RP server 
since the latest patch—clog every chat channel. 

RP just seems a bit like prayer in school: it was possible all 
along. What's new are restrictions in enhancement's cloth- 
ing. The idea may actually be a gigantic deceptive master- 
stroke by Blizzard to contain its most “intense” customers in- 
side special Petri dishes set aside for careful microscopic 
study at a future date. In fact, that’s the only explanation 
that makes sense, the Escape From New York thesis. Judging 
someone's “acceptable medievalness" is simply too subjec- 
tive and ridiculous to be authentic. The real medieval era 
was a time of terrible repression, ignorance, and inhumanity 
that lasted for centuries, for everyone. Disease ran rampant, 
wolves ate a piece of you on your way home from work 
every day, and people spoke in queerer lingo and dialects 
than modern minds can begin to imagine. What about that 
dark awful time fills so many ersatz couch potato historians 
with such wistful, airbrushed nostalgia? 

By the same token, fantasy literature is also a piquant 
brew of spices far richer, darker, and more profane than 
merely Tolkien's finely ground highbrow nutmeg. Characters 
in award-winning, admittedly non-WarCraft-related novels 
by George R. R. Martin, Michael Swanwick, and China Miéville 
routinely use terms like “kiddo” and “industrialized” without 
ever sacrificing sense of place or realism. Context is every- 
thing. Execution is everything. Then again, novelists aren't 
beholden to the same restrictions as MMO subscribers who 
now devote the time they used to spend reading novels on 
leveling their latest alt and macro-ing requests to be referred 
to as whatever name they were known by before the ban. 

Meantime, PvP servers exist to serve the needs of true 
role-players. Outside of loot-dispensing methods, how you 
conduct yourself among players with the ability to kill or be 
killed by you seems to be the most symbolic yardstick of 
any character's true “character,” the most cut-and-dried op- 
portunity to demonstrate what makes you tick. You don't 
necessarily need to be on a PvP server to play a mute or a 
fool or a lesbian, but you do have to be on one to be the 
mute, or fool, or lesbian who made the conscious decision 
to let your much weaker enemy live, or saved them, or ig- 
nored them. It's more satisfying, and better, to do the right 
(or wrong) thing because you chose to do so, as opposed to 
being ordered to by someone more powerful than you. 

Even by genuine deities like Blizzard. 

Next month: Brad and Jen speak out, while Bennifer looks 
on sleepily. 


coming soon 


.. and an all-new section... 


the May issue. On sale April 5th. No joke. 


ADVERTISERS 


Atari atari.com . 


Chips & Bits chipsbits.com 


Earthlink earthlink.net .. . 


Electronic Arts ea comes «pese арекет s n mess 21-23 
[ФИЛ SS кА ЖЕК EE S a a sa Back Cover 
Now Playing nowplayingmag.com .......................................... 89 
Schadenfreude Interactive schadenfreudeinteractive.cOM ................. 56-57 
беда/5608:с0ГП!»-%,5:2555.-2%5.5%>.22.,..4.:....%»...:.2 Seno use sin! Gatefold 
Sony Online Entertainment station.sony.com .................... 11, Inside back 
Make 2 takeZgames:com 222222222222 . ....5 4-5,14-15 
Tulga Games tulgagames.com .............................................. 8 


Vivendi Universal vugames.com .. 


MOI CeGLOSVOICE GIO! cont еее еее ayu sea ение е ОИЕ 83 


cgonline.com 97 


three finger salute 


BY TOM CHICK 


The Non-sporting Life 


Far from the Madden crowd 


he barista gives me what | figured must have been a 
To new greeting. “Hey-ee-yay,’ he says, pointing at 
me. | don't know what it means. 

“Hey yay,’ І say, nodding and trying to sound like | know, 
as they say, what time it is. 

My friend Trevor nudges me with his elbow. “He means 
your cap.” 

I'm wearing an EA Sports baseball cap that had been 
hanging on a doorknob at my house, for lack of a better 
place to keep it. | had just grabbed it on the way out be- 
cause | had bedhead, what with it being only 11AM. 

"Oh, yeah, EA” say, taking the cap off and looking at it, as 
if to verify the logo. My bed head puffs out in full force. 


There's a girl in line behind me. | quickly put the cap back on. 


“You're into games?" | ask, trying to keep my voice down 
because of, you know, the girl. 

“Just Madden.’ 

I sneak a quick glance at Trevor and | can tell he has no 
idea what that is either. Which must mean it’s a sports game. 
“Ah; say. Ме and Trevor were raised by single moms. If 
we'd had dads, maybe we'd have gone to sports tryouts, or 
however that works. Instead, we spent our childhoods in- 

doors, reading sci-fi, playing D&D, and longing for Atari 
2600s. 

Personally, I'm very glad for sports games, because it 
means there's a big fat corner of gaming | don't like. 
Sometimes, I'm jealous of people who don't like, say, RTS 
games or shooters. This gives them more time to play the 
games they do like. 

“Му buddy has a PlayStation and we play it sometimes,’ 
the barista offers, writing my name and order оп а сир. “So, 
yeah, | know EA” 

Now I'm worried that he's going to ask us what our scores 
are or something, but Trevor is thinking quickly; he’s already 
queued up a comment. “So how about that Battle for Middle 
Earth?" he asks. 

“What is that?” 

“You know, Lord of the Rings? Or how about Knights of the 
Old Republic II? | just finished Nar Shadda and I'm а thir- 
teenth level Jedi Consular. I'm going heavily Dark Side.’ He's 
talking full voice, not taking into account the girl behind us. 

“| don't know those, but they sound cool,’ the barista 
says. The people who work at Starbucks are really nice. 
Another barista is taking the girl's order, and now she's 
standing right next to us. 

“Have you heard the news about ЕА?” І say, trying to veer 


away from the excessively geeky. “They, like, officially li- 
censed all sports.’ 

"Awesome; the barista says amiably. He's missed the 
point, which is that it’s a bad thing. | think. I'm not clear on 
how it all works. Later, we get Trevor's nephew Donny, who 
knows about this stuff, to explain it to us. 

It turns out that real sports are run by a few organiza- 
tions, like the NFL and the NASCAR. They control the rights 
to using real sports words for teams, Super Bowls, that sort 
of stuff. 

“Imagine if only one company could make a certain kind 
of дате, Donny says. Нез 14. He also once had to explain 
Yu-Gi-Oh! to us. 

“What, you mean like LucasArts can only make Star Wars 
games?” 

“Well, not really. What if only one company could make 
real-time strategy games?” 

“So only one company can make football games?” 

“Only one company can make NFL games.’ 

“But other companies can make other football games?” 

“Well, there aren't really other kinds of football games. 
That's just the way football works.” 

Which is what this really comes down to. It's football's 


"Personally, I'm very glad for sports 
games, because it means there's a 
big fat corner of gaming | don't like.” 


fault. Gaming is big business now and it's going to start act- 
ing like big business. EA is doing what any smart company 
would do. The fact that they can do it says more about 
sports than games. You don't see anyone putting that sort 
of creative chokehold on any other genre. It's ultimately just 
another reason I'm glad | don't like sports games. 

“It's the same with baseball, isn't it? | heard that Take Two 
has the Majorly Baseball license,’ Trevor offers. 

"The Majorly Baseball license? It's Major League. Even I 
know that” know that because it's the name of a Charlie 
Sheen movie. 

"That what | said.” 

“You said Majorly. You don’t even know what Major 
League is” 

“It's the opposite of Minor League. Duh.” 

"15 he right?" We look at Donny for the call. 

“Close enough. You guys are pretty hopeless. It was much 
easier when | had to explain Quidditch to you” E 
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